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ABSTRACT: Mahabharata and the graphic art dedicated to it has lately become a pertinent
site for understanding resistance and its relationship to the concept of marginalization.
Its pulsating poetics offer a dynamism that breaks the inertia of language and text and
challenges interpretations to enable transgressive cultural narratives of emancipation and
freedom. Mahabharata in its graphic adaptations on first glance seems like a highly unlike
text to jigger the theoretical trajectory of Resistance Narratives. But while contemplating on
the hegemonic stances of its own mythos, the epic is now vehemently denounced its
damaging ableist assumptions of the mind, ethics and conduct while encouraging a more
robust consideration of emotion and psyche, in the context of graphic images. Mahabharata
IS an expression of an intersectional cum existential crises wherein devalued personal status
and the societal stigma results in the spirit annihilation and wasted lives of its characters. Its
narrative comprises of intra-categorical frameworks that critique differences as layered
stigmas and intermeshed in specific social contexts. Through graphics, it is ardently criticises
the socio- structural conditions that underwrite the devaluation of lives with humiliation and
subservience, both natural and inflicted. The text presents character arcs and narratives where
the blatant disregard and at times deliberate ridicule and affliction on the other exhibit the
most pernicious manifestations of privilege. The intent of the paper is deliberating on the
above mentioned predilections of the epic and its characters and the affect of incidents and
perceptions in opening an overlooked conceptual space of visual/graphic studies.
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Adorno in Aesthetics contends that art operates outside the realm of reason and
rationality and rather than being subservient to logic, it is rather a contender in opposition
which asserts itself as a creative resistance (qtd. in Silberbusch 123). By this criterion not
just art but philosophy too is first and foremost forces of resistance, and it they fail to ascribe
to this motivation, they cease to exist. The palimpsest of Mahabharata is both art and
philosophy and is presently examining its aporetical situation as a pedantic culture symbol in
modern society. It faces the onerous task to pass judgement on a culture it itself birthed and
reared, and is still an active shareholder in it. It now has an obligation to itself to
unquestioningly applaud the idealized notion of its values and ideas as a measuring rod of
morality and ethics for the progeny. The epic is still compelled to unwittingly strengthen the
overarching structure of oppression and domination which is responsible for the flawed

! Taken from The Bhagavadgita: 11. The Yoga of Universal Cosmic Vision
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individuals collapsed cultural and destructive phenomena like war, assault and vengeance;
which Mahabharata is now bound to criticize. Whatever Mahabharata tries to severe, it also
invitingly adheres to the hegemony it has erected. Criticizing the travesty of kaliyuga it has
left behind as its legacy, the epic is now strengthening the powers that want to do away with
the regressive authority altogether. Mahabharata and its mythology still contain the impulses
and the temper of the redemptive promise of mercy, retribution and punitive justice that it
once carried. It is now rectifying its follies and chose the graphic medium for character
reforms and plot amendment, as an illustrative comeuppance.

The challenges that Mahabharata and its art face are not just of representation but
also of differences and oppositions between the gestalt’s intrinsically meditative nature and
the horrors of human predicaments that it portrays that often misinterprets meditative
contemplation as an act of desperate passivity, both on the part of the character and the
audience. Under scrutiny is the role and influence of the artist and the artwork in espousing
these flaws and misconceptions and in reader’s submissive engagement with these
misapprehensions. The author-artists of the graphic narratives based on Mahabharata have
take on the mantle and have started an act of re-appropriation and seek to modify and revise
the far-reaching epistemological, ethical and sociological implications of those, which were
falsely portrayed as inferior and weak. In the graphic realm, Mahabharata functions and
asserts itself under an unconditional prohibition, where the bias and prejudice it earlier
depicted act as a warning, a reminder of the responsibilities and empathies an artist must
never abandon. But Mahabharata is not the only one at fault here. The epic does not lie
indiscriminately—its truths are ignored or forgotten only if one perceives it without the moral
agility or sympathetic judgement, without the intense consciousness that its morality grows
on a scene of grotesque horrors and atrocities. The allure of the epic is the Yeatsian terrible
beauty which is accompanied by negativity and adversity and can never break free from it.
The graphic narratives based on Mahabharata accept this and the only morbid consolation
they offer is the courage to face the horror of an apocalyptic fratricide, withstanding it, and,
in the perverted awareness of this destruction, still hold on to the possibility of an
incorruptible paradise, which with its goodness and righteousness will make the carnage that
went in making it, worth it. It is not that in these graphic narratives, Mahabharata has fallen
from grace. Mahabharata’s stature may be built from blood and guts, but it is still a pedestal.
But in acknowledging its depictions of subjugation and constraints, it has shown itself the
way to scholastic retribution and literary penance. For example, Eklavya, the doomed archer
is being given the long awaited and much deserved retribution via graphic and narrative
adulation'.The graphic narratives are more than willing to assist in this act of vindication.

Mahabharata is often cited as a literary success but an artistic failure for its art has
failed to move and inspire people, because it betrays the implicit and at times explicit
duplicity and treachery, and ends up valorising the oppressor in an act of erroneous distortion.
The angst and hatred of the Kaurava camp is exalted, rather than the fortitude of the
Pandavas."

Since the beginnings of civilisation, mythology and folklores have elevated mankind
above its animalistic natural existence, inspirited it to go beyond its self- centred existence,
because this philanthropy of self- sacrifice and self- denial will bring on a world which will
be the Eden Paradise which was snatched away from mankind. This is very painstakingly
advocated by Sri Krishna in the Gita Sermon. At the same time, the self has always sought
solace and respite from the rigours of this world. Man, seeking elevation of the soul and its
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transcendence beyond the body’s natural existence struggles to elevate his being from the
anguish, pain, torments and suffering of the flesh. Mahabharata via its graphic art promises
through its portrayals and depictions to dispense the readers from the omnipotence of the
reality of its fateful story and give some solace by strengthening the weak and the debilitated.

The graphic art dedicated to Mahabharata is the secularization and at times complete non-
conformism of the sacred sphere, which was earlier unduly venerated as the divine. The
aesthetic of this art is closely connected to the unacknowledged and the subaltern in all its
dimensions. In the fantasy of superheroes and crusaders, the Pandavas and Kauravas revel in
the freedom of the retrogressive societal constraints, from the predominant empiricism.
Under this luminance, there is a realm of darkness where the silenced Other, after being
expelled by the utilitarian rationality, languishes and now gropes and strives for expression.
The affinity between art and the Subaltern is revealed when the domineering categories of
law, order, logic and classifying thought dissolve and allow the ruffled wails, the stifled cries
and pitiful groans to become louder, so that it may be heard and becomes a lament,
surpassing all the odds and barriers. Art is not just an attempt to rescue those who have fallen
victim to the epic’s biggest motivation i.e., the expanding concept of the mastery of nature
and to merely give them a voice, but to seek out the oppressed, and to give them legitimacy
of narrative and representation which were earlier not even part of the dynamic. Karna is the
most popular and the most extolled anti hero in the Mahabharata canon."

The graphic art of Mahabharata is also an unacknowledged historiography or even
autobiography illuminating the point of view of the victims; and their neglected expressions
and emotions and hence functions as the locus of a possible recalibration of reason’s or
prudence’s shortcomings, an unexplored potentiality that is invigorated via art and its
aesthetics. It is this affinity that makes these graphic narratives not just a reflection on the
mighty and the beautiful, but also an opportunity to dwell on the weak and the ugly. It is a
meditation on one’s engagement with the world, how to contemplate on that dormant
aesthetic which is the conduit for seeking and acknowledging the Other. Mahabharata has,
albeit with a little trepidation removed its ideological straitjacket and has allow itself to be
taken over by those who earlier only looked on from the fringes. Abhimanyu, Ashwathama
and Shakuni " take the center-stage in the graphic realm and come forward to narrate their
own Mahabharata, as seen and experienced by them.

Graphic renditions of Mahabharata are not only a testimony to art’s affinity with the
repressed but also its superiority to express what conceptual rationale could not grasp, or
choose not to. But art’s most obvious advantage over conceptual textuality when it comes to
deciphering the neglected non-conceptual of subjugation and suppression is that it is a non-
conceptual entity itself, just like the intangible dispositions and tempers it is trying to
embody. It does not signify, but represents. Art is usually supposed to settle for likeness, and
make no claims to know, let alone accurately represent and hence must renounce all such
ambitions. The image, with new media subjectivity and digital fluidity is no longer the
harbinger of truth nor is hallowed as such as it was in the time of myths and hieroglyphs.
Because it resembles nature, it is merely mimesis which Plato despised. But unlike
metaphysics and theism which positivism refutes, mythology especially of Mahabharata is
still valid and not just for its moral implications but ethical digressions. The claim that it is
incongruous with human ethics on the grounds that it emboldens gruesome warfare and
applauds subservience and subjugation is very ill- considered. It is useful precisely as a
deterrence to not to succumb to this death impulse. The text cites various anecdotes which are
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encumbered with a cripistemology of pain”, which also seeps into the art dedicated to them.
In the episode of Karna ripping his celestial armour and earrings , paintings dedicated to it
extol the sacrifice of Karna and denounce Indra’a treachery, while the graphic focuses on the
anguish and affliction of the act of self-mutilation carried on by Karna."”

Intertwining sign and image, graphic has passed the philosopher’s test of usefulness
and relevance. Mahabharata is not a dead relic, but a living tradition and its art also exerts
the same prominence. Art does not aspire to achieve the standards established by the sign.
Hence, it often remains restricted to the aloof, alienated sensual realm of the aesthetic, vision
and pleasure, its veracity even though revealing, endured only as an accompaniment to a
rational adage or aphorism. Art is created in the confluence of two dialectics: expression or
interpretation and construction or invention. While the former is the idea or a fanciful flight
of imagination which resides only in the mind before it is constructed and shaped into a
stance or a gesture by the creative talent or competence of the artist, the latter is the vessel,
the medium in which creative agency is rendered or given form to. Mahabharata depicted as
an apocalyptic outer space holocaust and Duryodhana as a cyborg warmonger""' controlling
robotic dinosaurs is plausible in the realm of graphics. Graphic does not desecrates the epic.

Expression is the raw mimetic residuum of a vision which is yet to be accomplished.
Construction is the gradual development and expansion. Suffering, resistance and struggle
lies in the expression. Even Mahabharata suffers - at various degrees. Its suffering consists of
its being falsely read as a story of war and destruction, of its reduction to a grand epic,
filtered and glossed over to fit the predeterminations of the one who is engaging with it. Even
the graphic narratives, weak in the resolve of resistance succumb to this. This suffering, in its
most extreme forms turns into suffering of the flesh, torture of the vulnerable body, brutal
violence inspired by the aspirations of the powerful onto the powerless, i.e., Karna and
Eklavya. In both cases, the character’s willingness to endure this suffering is testimony to the
success of not only resisting it but triumphing over the anguish and the torment, and against
the very mortal nature that makes them weak. Expression is the most imperative since it
brings forth the character’s silenced scream which then the artist’s rendition brings out into
the open. Suffering, endurance, experience are ignored in rationality’s unrelenting progress,
but such expressions of resistance which gives direction to an otherwise rudderless thrust of
logical reasoning, via which dominance and power operates, falters and fails.

Affirming this, Adorno in Negative Dialectic asserts that “philosophy, which once
seemed obsolete, keeps itself alive because the moment of its realization was missed”
(Introduction 6). This is highly pertinent in the graphics based on Mahabharata especially if
one heralds them as exemplars of art which act as a universal equaliser within where
everybody has an equitable freedom of expression. But it is also argued that an artist might be
liberal and nonpartisan, from the moment he lifts the brush, even before the brush drips the
first drops of colour on the canvas, the end result is already predetermined to be a paragon of
theoretical ideology and not empiricism. No matter how many times it is adapted and written,
Kauravas will never win the battle of Kurukshetra. Hence, it isn’t entirely false that an artist’s
creation, much like art is as much the product of an enforced interplay of values and
internalized prejudice. This betrays the very aspiration of seeking freedom for the characters
and giving them an alternative life which now seems somewhat unachievable as well as
misplaced. Art as a wilful, rather than a successful attempt at resistance may thus be a more
idealistic rather than a pragmatic resort. The saving grace, though resides at the threshold
where art and politics assemble, which leads to the emergence of two approaches:
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“politicized aesthetics and aesthetified politics” (Camnitzer 63). Luis Camnitzer in  Art and
Politics: The Aesthetics o f Resistance elucidates:

Art had to perturb society ... and achieve results similar to those of political actions.
But distinct from political actions ... art should shape culture on a deeper level and
have a more long-lasting impact (63).

The graphic art of Mahabharata seeks to fulfil this ambition. It may be sold as a glossy
paperback, but it fulfils its role to overturn the mandated via its eclectic depictions of
revolution and resistance and tries to subvert the lore and mythology of the epic, rescuing it
from the oblivion of pedantic theology. It is hence clear that Mahabharata is no longer the
commodity of Brahamanical scholars only. Through Amar Chitra Katha, an attempt was
made to overtake the epic and its motifs through social realism but the enterprise failed
because of its own rigidity of representation and overzealous aspirations of an elevated
institutionalization of its narratives. The difference of stance, from desperation in Amar
Chitra Katha rendition to a resolute equipoise in Mukesh Singh’s graphic art"", the portrayal
of Draupadi has been completely inverted. Graphic amplifies the progressive.

The graphic narratives have allowed for the amassment of a more erudite substitute to
the didactic illustrative realism and the rather refined but abstractive rumination of Amar
Chitra Katha art. It is argued that their realism was overly concerned about ideal attributes
and properties and could not depict and simulate the sentiments and beliefs of freedom,
resistance and emancipation. Such an attitude of and to art not only hinders creativity, but
also acts as an impediment to the revolution of representation which has been quietly but
irrevocably unleashed in the graphic realm which Mahabharata now occupies . Just like the
bricolage aesthetic of the 60’s which freed the artists from scarcity of ideas and inspirations;
graphic narratives too have encouraged appropriation, not only of motifs and stories, but also
of the theoretical. Be it the American pulp comics or Japanese manga or even the lithographs
of Raja Ravi Verma, graphic artists have taken the liberty to indiscriminately borrow, pilfer
and reassemble the explications of other artists, putting these elucidation to more precise use
in the template of Mahabharata . The artists with their heterogeneous caricatures have
created an eclecticism of survival (of art) which manifested as an eclecticism of despair (of
subjugation). Hence, aestheticized politics of dominance is not valorised but vehemently
denounced in the graphic art of Mahabharata.

Though the graphic art of the epic, like its multifarious episodes is an endless
reservoir of meanings and agency, it has only dealt with the war aspect and steered clear of
the aftermath. The utility of aesthetics in politics is evoked only during the cultural, historical
and anthropological analysis of the artwork when it assumes the form of social grandeur and
ritual pomp, but not when it asserts as a form of resistance. Politicized aesthetics succumb to
this temper and elucidate on themes or attributes associated with characters who exercise
rigorous control and dominion such as Duryodhana (physical), Bhishma (emotional) and
Krishna (psychological).

An exploration of the above issues from the vantage point of resistance may help one
to navigate and redefine the ambition of making graphics on the themes and characters of
Mahabharata, and popularize those progressive strategies which were until now were
stealthily boycotted from the creative mechanism, but in the graphic realm seem to lead from
the forefront. The author artists of these experimental renditions recognise that for the
subjugated, it is imperative to pioneer art as an essential apparatus to create a thriving culture
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of resistance and seeking complete independence of representation. The graphic renditions
may be a globalizing commercial enterprise, but it has rescued and resurrected many
characters and their stories which the epic had carelessly or deliberately stigmatized or
tainted. The simulacrum of graphics shows us what the kaleidoscope of the mind had
envisioned long ago.
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