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Abstract

Hindu mythology and religious themes have played a significant role in shaping South Asian comics and
graphic novels. These works serve as a bridge between ancient religious texts and modern popular culture,
adapting traditional narratives into contemporary visual storytelling. This paper explores how Hindu religious
themes, deities, and epics have influenced South Asian comics, their impact on readers, and how they
reinterpret traditional narratives to fit modern sensibilities. By analysing key comics such as Amar Chitra
Katha, Ramayan 3392 AD, and Devi, this paper examines how Hinduism continues to shape the graphic
storytelling landscape in South Asia.
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Introduction

Hinduism, one of the world’s oldest religions, has a vast and rich mythology filled with gods, demons, epics,
and moral tales. South Asian comics and graphic novels have drawn extensively from these traditions,
reinterpreting them for new audiences. This paper explores the intersection of Hindu religion and South Asian
comics, focusing on how these graphic narratives serve as educational tools, entertainment, and vehicles for
cultural preservation and reinvention.

Historical Background: Hindu Mythology in Popular Culture

Hindu mythology has been a fundamental part of South Asian storytelling traditions for centuries. The epics
Ramayana and Mahabharata have been retold through oral traditions, temple art, classical dance, and later,
through literature and cinema. The emergence of comics and graphic novels in the 20th century offered a new
medium for these stories, blending visual art with textual storytelling to reach wider audiences.

Hindu Religion in South Asian Comics
1. Amar Chitra Katha: The Pioneer of Mythological Comics

One of the most significant contributions to Hindu mythology in comics comes from Amar Chitra Katha
(ACK), founded by Anant Pai in 1967. ACK created illustrated adaptations of Hindu epics, Puranic legends,
folklore and historical figures.

Visual and Narrative Style: ACK adopts a semi-realistic style, often depicting gods and mythological figures
with divine attributes such as extra arms or radiant auras. Celestial weapons like the Brahmastra, Sudarshan
Chakra and Trishul are illustrated. Many stories emphasize the concepts of rebirth and karmic justice where
good deeds lead to divine rewards and evil deeds bring destruction.

Sacred animals and mythical creatures like Garuda, Nandi, Jatayu and Kamadhenu play vital roles along with
half human beings like Narasimha and Hanuman. Legends of local deities and saints like Ayyappa, Meenakshi,
Sant Tukaram blend mythology with history.

Didactic Approach: ACK has played a crucial role in popularizing these elements for younger audiences,
making complex mythology more accessible and visually engaging. The comics are structured to educate
children about moral values and Hindu traditions.
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Cultural Impact: ACK has been instrumental in shaping the religious and historical consciousness of several
generations in India.

2. Contemporary Graphic Novels and the Reinvention of Mythology

Modern South Asian graphic novels have taken a different approach, often reinterpreting Hindu mythology in
innovative and sometimes subversive ways.

a. Ramayan 3392 AD

Created by Virgin Comics, Ramayan 3392 AD is a futuristic retelling of the Ramayana, set in a dystopian
world. While it retains key elements of the original epic, it reimagines in a futuristic, post-apocalyptic world
portraying characters and settings through a science-fiction lens.

Key Themes: The battle between good and evil, fate vs. free will, and heroism.

Modern Sensibilities: Unlike traditional tellings, this version presents a more complex and morally ambiguous
depiction of characters.

"Sita: Daughter of the Earth"(Saraswati Nagpal) presents Sita’s perspective with more agony.
"Shiva:The Destroyer"(by Campfire graphic novels) explores Shiva's mythology with stylized visuals.
b. Devi

Another notable work from Virgin Comics, Devi is an original superhero narrative inspired by Hindu goddess
mythology.

Feminist Interpretation: The protagonist, Devi, is a divine warrior chosen to fight evil, reflecting themes of
empowerment and resilience.

Fusion of Myth and Modernity: Unlike traditional Hindu stories, which often focus on male heroes, Devi
reinterprets goddess mythology in a contemporary, action-packed format.

¢. The Sadhu

This graphic novel blends Hindu mysticism with a Western protagonist who learns spiritual and supernatural
skills from Hindu sages. While criticized for Westernizing Hindu traditions, it has also contributed to the
globalization of Hindu mythological narratives.

Mythology in a contemporary setting

Many graphic novels transplant figures into modern worlds:

" The wicked +The Divine "(by Kieran Gillen and Jamie Mckelvie) reimagines gods as modern-day pop stars.
Impact on Society and Culture

1. Religious and Cultural Education

Comics like Amar Chitra Katha serve as informal religious education, familiarizing young readers with Hindu
gods, festivals, and moral lessons. These comics play an essential role in passing down religious and cultural
heritage in an accessible manner.

2. Globalization and the Hybridization of Hindu Mythology

With the rise of digital comics and international collaborations, Hindu mythology has found new expressions.
Graphic novels like Grant Morrison’s 18 Days, a retelling of the Mahabharata, and Sita’s Ramayana, a feminist
retelling of the Ramayana, bring Hindu stories to global audiences while adding contemporary interpretations.

3. Challenges and Controversies

Despite their popularity, South Asian comics based on Hindu mythology have faced criticisms, including:
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Religious Sensitivities: Some traditionalists argue that modern adaptations distort sacred texts. Some stories
subvert traditional narratives. "Adi Parva" by Amruta Patil retelling Mahabharata with a focus on storytelling
as an art.

Similarly, "Yuganta" (based on Irawati Karve's work) critiques patriarchal narratives in Mahabharata.

Gender Representation: While some comics empower female characters, others continue to reinforce
patriarchal norms.

Western Influence: The increasing Westernization of Hindu mythological narratives has raised concerns about
cultural dilution.

Conclusion

South Asian comics and graphic novels have played a crucial role in preserving and reinventing Hindu
mythology. While Amar Chitra Katha remains a cornerstone of religious education, modern interpretations
like Ramayan 3392 AD and Devi offer fresh, dynamic perspectives. The continued evolution of Hindu
mythology in comics reflects the adaptability of religious narratives and their enduring relevance in
contemporary culture. As the genre grows, it will be essential to balance respect for tradition with creative
reinterpretation to keep these stories alive for future generations.
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