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World’s Bishwa-Kobi

Y

Fakrul Alam,

Diepartoent of Fapksh, Unireraiy of Diaka

At the outset, let me thank the organizers,
Bangladesh Shilpkals Acadeny, for inviting
me o delbver this special lecture on the
occason of Willam Shakespeare's 450th
brth anniversary and his #0th death
anmversary. Let me i particular thank our
preeminent man of leters, Sved Shamsul
Hag, and the Darector of the Academy,
Me |.i>|r.|.11 Ah |J.||.'k:.', for requestng me to
speak onthe occasson. [ feel honored and
privileged at bemp peen this opportunity
to talk to vou for the next tweney-fve
minuies or so, on the lopic.

A lietle less than hundred years apo,
Bashwa- Koba Rabindranath Tapore, wrote
a poem that he had ttled simply
“Shakespeare”. Recollectng the occesson
that led to the composition of the poem i
Shantmilestan m 1921, he noted that he
had written it in Shelaidah on 1915 on the
occasion of the 3(0thdeath annvessary
when requested 1o do so by the
Shakespeare Tercentenary committes in
Britain. | would bike to menton here that
Rabandranath had also pulsdished a
servicenble Enplish prose translation of
the poem i English w1916 that was
published by OUF, but ket me nole now
that in the poem’ opening lme he
addsesses Shakespeare as “Bishwa-Kobi ™
Rabindranath declares in the poem that
though England had claimed the poet
mmmediately a3 its own nabonal treasure
and had honored him and even sanctified
b, it was left to time 1o elevate the poet
from the island till he transcended England
selfl 1o shine in & unwersal sphere
Eventually, Rabindranath declares,
Shakespeare hod become so much part of
Inclia that hes prase was anging forever an
the shores of the Indian subcontinent.

As we know, whidethe truly luminous one
can be apprecisted by multitudes he can be
understoad fully anly by the truly great
perscn. Rabindsanath'’s simple but
beautiful tnbute captures Shakespeare’s
ascension to the galavy of wordd welers m
the centunes alter his death and shows
how he had become all-conguenng, and
undoubtedly the hest koved wniter the
wordd has known, if not the greatest woter

of all times

Bt how dad Shakespeare become =0
umiversally admired and why is the world
celebmting has 450th birth and 400th death
anniversary with such ceremony and
endless praise? Why s the Bangladesh
Shipakala Acadery celebratmyg the day
with such elaborate programa, which began
this aftermoon ond whach will conclude late
i the evenmy onight with recriabons
from his poems and actingg out of scenes
from his play=, and will continue elsewhen:
in the aty and the world cutside the day
afters

Ferhaps the best onswer that con snll
account for Shakespeare’ endunng
populanty all sver the world, something
that has not been the fate of our own
Bishwa-Eobrwha after o few decades after
Gilanjah and the Mobel prize seems o
have been almost forgotten m many ports
of the word, 1= to be found in De
fohnson's ballant “Preface 1o
Shakespeare™. Introducmg his landmark
edition of Shakespeare in 1765, Johnaon
observed, approximately 150 vears after
the death of the dramatst and poet, that
although his frend and mval Ben Jonson
had moted that Shakespeare pechops knew
“small Latin and less Greek” even whale
sy his praises, hesurpassed all wolers
because he was able 1o come up wath “the
best representations of noture™, Oras D
fohnson puts b a litle later, he s “above all
wters...” becawse he was o poet “who
holds wp to has readers o faith ful mirmor of
manners and of bfe.” And soll more
memarably, D fohnson declares wath the
kand ofprofmdaty and brlance that males
his ohaervatons on Shakespeare so
outstandimg, i his plots were talen from
life, hi= characters are such “as the world
will alway= supply and the world wll always
find

The world iook to Shakespeare, then,
because Shakespeare had taken m the
world better than any other wrter of has
time. This = what makes him so much of
his tome and ver tmeless. His plots coald
be accessed bypeople young or ald, his
choracters would gop people everywherne
time and again, whether they wereordimary
men and women or langs and queens
whoee Irves of high drama always fascinate
u, Indecd, Shakespeare’s plays are
supremely dramatic; his settmgs, themes,
sgtiatsons, ns well s his chomclenzaon
and verse can be apprecated by people of
all nges. | remember, for instance, going o
the Old Vie producton of Shakespeane of

The Tempest in Dhaka’s Engineerng
Audrtoriom m 1964 m his 300 cenpenary
vear s a thirteen vear old and feclmsy
samply mesmenzed by the actions and
chamcters; by the fatigued and lost sailors
rowing o the shore afier being,
shapwrecked; by the spht of the beautiful
Miranda discovenng the handsome
Ferdanand. the frst young man she had



ever seen;, by viewmng the gmiesque
Caliban protestng agamst Prospem’s
usurpaton of hes islind, and by the mage
with whach Prosper subdued him. |

remember m 1265 gomg to the Batsh

Council to see o flm version of Richard
11, where the difficult verse had almost
put me to sleep, but where | woke up in
wide-cyed admimtion o hear the
mesmenzing Oliver delver the immensely
transfixing lmes, A horsel A& horse! My

Faingglom for o horse!™ | remember

towards the end of the decade enjoymg

mmmensely ukharn Fomom

Bashikoron', the Bengali version of
I'he Taming of the Shre
Che

Golam Mostain and Ajmen Zaman's

w m Munesr

wdhury’s excellent translation and

superh actmgy om Dihoka felevimon: it was a

play so popular that it kept being arred on

televizaon repeatedly mothe late 1960 and
the 1970,

In fact, Shakespeare had come 1o Bengal ot
least a century earher. He was first
miroduced 1o Bengalis of Hindu College
m 183

stage cither throw

5 mot lomg after he was on the city

rh translations or
d

adaplatons Indeed, Shakespeare play
his part in the Bengal Renaissance and
Bhranti Bilas by Iswar Chandrn Vidyasagar

s an cxample of the way o play ke The
Comedy of Errors could be adapted for
Bengahs Rabmdranath's

Satyendranath Tagore seemed 1o hs

hrovther

attempied a renderng of Shakespeare’s
Cymbeeline through the play tithed Sushila
Birsingha Matok n 1868, When
Fabindranath himself seemed |l|m'.||||n_|l_ b
be taught conventionally, o ior named

Ganchandra Bhattacharja decded 10

J 1o hes English lessons
by makimg him translate parts of
Machethmio Bengab around 1874, But i
was not in the Tagore famuly alone that this
Shakespeare play cast o spell. Giresh

Chandm Ghose, the famous playwry

director and actor ol the second half of
nineteenth century Kolkata, staged
Macheth there im 1893, And there were
mamy other such performances m
mineteenth century Calcutta of this and
othe

Shakespearcan ploys. Amnd
Machethlet me add m passing would be
translated superbly by Syed Shomeul Hug
amad performed o wadespread acclam in
[haka =ome years lnter.

Shakespeare then has been able o capiure
the mmaginabon of the people of Bengal
for a long tme now: | remember at thas
time how m Shakespeare’s 3th birth

centenary in 1964 educated Bengalis not

:ll'll:\l' m I..H'Hkl I'\lllI II'\II mn T\II.'\I“'ITII\.':MI owms

would hove 0 copy of the low-priced one-
volume English Langunge Pook Socety
edition of his plays and poems displayed
prominently m ther book shelves The
book was popular as a gt e, an index

certaanly of how admired he was in our

part of the world as well as the
English-speaking countries by then.

Bt it wall be wrong to tulk about
Shakespeare's presence in the wodd onby
ks, whether in the
angzmal or in tmnalatons As | became

om the stage or in b

mvolved in the Film Society movement in
Dhaka in the 1
Canada at the end of the decade and m the
cardy 19802 | had the opportumity to e

quite a few films |

Is and durmg my stay in

1sed on hes plays. To me,

what isimmensely fascinating 1= how great

actors and directors keep makang therr ouwn

distimctive versions of the major
Shakespearean flms To discuss bnefly the

vaneky of interpretnions possthle of just

ome play, let me mstanceHamler 1 saw it
first an Lawnence Oliver's 1948 verson and
then m the Busstan direcior ©

Foemisev's 1964 rendenngg laser [ saw

Franco Zelernelli’s 1990 version starmr

Richard Burton and then the 2000 ane by
the Amencan darecior Michael Almyereda
st in contemporary Mew Yo, Whal =

amazing was how different these flm
Oilve
dnven by Freuds vision of the Oedipus

VETZIONE WEPE s Hamlet seems

Complex; Kozmisev's necessarily

manimzes din and apts lor images;
Leferellisseems to be a vehicle for Racharnd
Burtons intense performance and the
Almyereda film opts to be postmodem m

its appecach. The ghost, for example,

sed-circunt TVin it and not as

AppEdrsan o

& separate presence on the stage and the

tenmon between brothers and uncle and
nephew the result of boardroom feuds of
Mew Yaork big busimessimen. Cleary,
Shakespeare s for all ame
and all mednms
Ebzahethan and Jscobean London,

il counines,

he onginated in

fascinated ninetesnth century kolkata,
became popular in 1960s [haka, and has
kept

ippearing and reappeanng on the
stape, in prnt and on TV and Glm screens,
And he

1 e miberp reted anew, and
vamoushy, for his works have it m them, as
do the preatest wnrks, the capacity to be
remiterprebed endlessly,

What = it that, let me ask then as 1 come

1ex the end of my speech, makes him so
ctermally present and what has induced so
many viewers, renders, direciors, scioes amd

film and TV greats 1o recreate him ogain

and apam® What has made him so relevant

for our ape well as other J._i_-l."-:" 'erh Agrs
some of the best answers o these
questions are i be found in the essays
collected in the Polish theatre director Jan
Kaoet's 1964 book, Shakespeare Char

Contemporare kott’s answer is really a

on of D |ohnson’s,

mare eluborate ve

for while he too stresses like the English
writer that Shakespeare’s plays relate o
-.--.n.r:.nl.n hived byes, the Pohsh
directoremphasizes Shakespeare's capacity
1o capture eternal ond essential history os

the ultimate reazon why he was 20 in e

with the tweniseth, as all other centunes,

koott wates as someone who has the two

tweniwth century world waes, Hiroshama,

Magasald and the Cold War, the experience
of Marism, Fascizm, and Stalinism etched

i his conscousness, and he feels that the

capactty io sparkand revision such
memories and expenences through his
plays make Zhakes
Jan Fott reads Shakespeare’s history plays
the

peare oue

III\.I.I'II'\II WAy

anicl trapedses as theater explonng

eternal struggle for power and ove
. Whether th
urt | or Hamdetor kg Lear, the main

berntc

play 15 Henry 1Y,

characters

are bocked in seemunply endless

battles to grab power and kinpdoms.

Vinlence and war are constants in these
plays as they are m hasiory, and the
contestants are like real men and women
mverlved in making history or bemg
defeated by it king Lear Eott resds os

“endpgame”, that is i

a pla

_'|-|'||.n|'||'-|.|||.||._u the end ol hisiory. Pobics

on a world so riven by

and broodin

vinlence are centrul elements m Homler.
But hsiory can be farcical as well as prand;
preat people con be silly a2 majestic, and
that s what Shalespeare knows so well
The destructive passions consume

relati

animates them

rs even if love

nships m his pla

preed, jealousy, anper and
lust are pampant in them. But there is wit
ancl humor and even the protesque m hs
works. Most of the comedies depict
romance, but bove 15 not all in them. On the
other hand, the emtic 15 never far away
either. The preatest compliment Kot gives
Hamlet in his brlliant chapier on the

play——and this could be said of all

Shakespearean plays—is that it s like 2
sponge and in acute resdings or excellent
peeliormances, “shsorbs all the problems of
our time" and one could add, all oue
demres. O as he puts it =0 well

Shakespeare is our contermporary, and as he

notes, echomg e Johnson, D'ih.||;.<--'+. =are's

plays, are mireors, refle cimg life, past and
present and maldng us thmk about the
future. In the Jr|.1'||'-r-|:. b

Shakespeare is alrea

naling the

bepmning af the epoch of the power play

of colonialism and the brutalization of

natives
However, | must sav that = | prew older
anscl mose adept in reachng Shakespeare for

pleasure as well s pain, it 15 his lanpuage
and poetry, m the |'-I.|'. 3 a5 well a3 the

sonnetsthat | have come to admire the

moest. Nl.nh.wpu.nu. certamnly, 15 the preatest
drmmatc poet m the Enphsh languape, and

I dare sav, any Lany And = as [ end,

let me leave vou with a few of my miost
fuverite Shakespearean lines, which | would

want you i

ppreciate as much for the

style as their contents. From the comedy, A
Midsummer Might's Dream"The course of

true love did never run smooth™. From A

Merchant of Venice: “The quality of mercy
is not strained /1t drops ke the pentle drop
of heavern” Fram Hamlbet, of course, “Ta

be ar not to be"That

A e e W oY
Shakespeare Carnival [E]
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Macheth, “Lafes & tale tobd I::. an Lot/ Full of Sound and F ury :d_u_ml"\.m; nothing,™ And from a sonnet,

*“Let not the marnape of troe mimds fadmit impediments)” Love s not love which albers when it alieration
finds."

Al thess lmes | ;||.||-n--.l from memonry, and et me declare Shakespeare’s hnes come bock 1o even those
wiha possess 4 ternbde memory. But Shakespeare 1s |:|.|I:. memarahle. And vou and 1, citteens of the world,
are lke Hamlet, with his nch lepacy o contend with, and Shakespeare is like his fathers ghost, but saymg
a good
spartt fosever and will be forever be our contemporary, in Bangladesh, Botswana, Bermuda or Beatan! [tis

bengmly “Remember me!™ 1o all of us And on this day, | feel thae Shakespeare will haunt us as

our privilepe then to honar and treasure hm, here m I*.nl_,_-l.u||.-=|1 and surely everywhere else i the wordd,
takinpg him from annaversary bo anmnaversary, year after vear, decade after decade, century after centuey, nll

the end of pme.
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Yearlong celebration of
the legendary playwright,
poet and actor -
William Shakespeare

I am delghied to be present at the opening
coremony af this veadong celebration of
the legendary playanght, poet and actor
“Willkam Shakespeare, [ would like 1o
comgranilate the Shilpakala Academy for
arranging Shakespeare Carmival o for the
Tirve-upr of ey exciting events and
performances scheduled throughout the
vear

Shakespaare i3 ot only o name; it s a
glabial symbol of hterary excellence,
inmrowation and creativity, His works
transcenid the boundaries of place and e
amd il Frve s lomg as homanaty veads and
wrtes, Which is why, although he is British,
T bebomyrs 1 the enting waordd
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“To be, or nat o be — that = the
question;

Whether ‘s nobler m the mand to
sullfer

The slmgs and arrows of cutmgeous
|11r|:|.||1r:,

Or b take arms agninst a sea of
troubles,

And by opposmg end them=*

T VTR S = g o

Shakes

eare
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Barbara Wickham

Ve vou know, ioemmogeow - 23 ed 'l.pnl_ is the
Hihth aniversars

v of Shakespeare death.
T hionnaus his life and works, the Betish
Coumnil initated a J_'JI;I\HI culriral
programame called Shakespears Lives. The
prospramane is abowt sparking culuesl
r\.x'lmng:- thin >||.:.__-J'| the sharped |:|11:._:|IJ!_-F ol

Shakespeare - L4 conntries anound the
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