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Abstract: Indian storytelling has a deep-rooted tradition that spans oral narratives, religious epics, and
folklore. With the emergence of graphic novels, this storytelling tradition has evolved to incorporate new
themes and artistic styles. This paper explores the evolution of Indian graphic narratives, tracing their journey
from traditional folk and mythological stories, as seen in Amar Chitra Katha, to socio-political critiques in
works like River of Stories and Delhi Calm, and finally to futuristic cyberpunk themes in MI47 and
Taaramandal. The study highlights how graphic novels have become a platform for reflecting India’s socio-
political climate, technological anxieties, and changing cultural identity. The transition from mythology to
cyberpunk illustrates the adaptability of Indian storytelling, ensuring its relevance in an increasingly digital
and globalized world.
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Introduction: Storytelling has been an essential part of human civilization, serving as a means of preserving
history, culture, and moral values. In India, storytelling traditions date back thousands of years, rooted in oral
narratives, epics, and folk tales that have been passed down through generations. Before the emergence of
written literature, Indian folklore thrived through oral storytelling, temple murals, and illustrated manuscripts,
demonstrating an early inclination toward visual storytelling. Texts like the Panchatantra, Jataka Tales, and
epics such as the Mahabharata and Ramayana provided rich narratives that blended mythology, philosophy,
and moral lessons. These traditional stories, often accompanied by symbolic imagery, laid the foundation for
visual storytelling in India.As the country evolved, so did its methods of narration. During the Mughal period,
illustrated manuscripts like the Hamzanama combined text and images to depict elaborate adventures,
demonstrating a structured approach to sequential art. The British colonial era introduced print culture to
India, leading to the rise of illustrated books, political cartoons, and children’s periodicals that further
influenced visual storytelling. By the mid-20th century, the Indian comic book industry began to take shape,
drawing inspiration from Western comics while retaining indigenous themes and artistic styles.

One of the most significant milestones in Indian graphic storytelling was the launch of Amar Chitra Katha
(ACK) in 1967 by Anant Pai. ACK revolutionized the way Indian children engaged with mythology, history,
and folklore by presenting them in a visually engaging comic book format. These comics not only educated
young readers about Indian heritage but also introduced a structured visual narrative that paved the way for
future graphic novels. However, as Indian society changed, so did its storytelling needs. The emergence of
graphic novels in the late 20th and early 21st centuries marked a shift from mythology to contemporary and
socio-political themes.Graphic novels such as River of Stories (1994) by Orijit Sen, Corridor (2004) by
Sarnath Banerjee, and Delhi Calm (2010) by Vishwajyoti Ghosh addressed issues of urban alienation, political
unrest, and historical memory, reflecting a society grappling with modernization and identity. Unlike Amar
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Chitra Katha, which largely focused on reinforcing cultural and moral values, these works used the graphic
medium to critique the changing socio-political landscape of India. This period saw the rise of independent
graphic novelists who sought to explore themes beyond mythology, capturing the anxieties, struggles, and
transformations of contemporary India.

In recent years, Indian graphic narratives have further evolved to incorporate futuristic and cyberpunk themes,
mirroring the country’s rapid technological advancements and urbanization. The cyberpunk genre,
characterized by dystopian futures, advanced technology, and corporate dominance, has found resonance in
India’s modern graphic storytelling. Works like MI147 by Shamik Dasgupta and Taaramandal by Appupen
present futuristic visions of India, where artificial intelligence, surveillance, and digital control shape human
lives. These narratives reflect a growing concern about the implications of technology, offering a stark contrast
to the traditional mythological themes that once dominated Indian comics.

The transition from folk tales to cyberpunk in Indian graphic narratives highlights the adaptability and
dynamism of storytelling in the country. While early Indian comics focused on preserving cultural heritage
through mythology, contemporary works have expanded their scope to critique socio-political structures and
explore futuristic concerns. This shift demonstrates how Indian graphic novels have not only evolved in
content but also in artistic style, narrative complexity, and thematic depth.

This paper examines the transformation of Indian graphic narratives from their mythological roots to the
futuristic cyberpunk era. It explores how visual storytelling has evolved to reflect societal changes,
technological advancements, and global influences while retaining distinct Indian cultural elements. By
analyzing key works from different periods, this study seeks to understand the factors driving this shift and
the implications of this evolution on contemporary Indian storytelling. As India continues to navigate the
digital age, its graphic narratives will likely keep evolving, offering new ways to interpret the past, critique
the present, and imagine the future.

Storytelling has been a fundamental part of Indian culture for thousands of years, with folk tales and
mythological narratives serving as primary means of imparting wisdom and moral values. Before written
scripts became widespread, stories were transmitted orally, passed down from one generation to the next by
sages, storytellers, and performers. The Panchatantra, written around the 3rd century BCE, is one of the
earliest known collections of animal fables, designed to teach political and social wisdom through engaging
narratives. Similarly, the Jataka Tales, which recount the past lives of the Buddha, were used to spread
Buddhist teachings across India and beyond. These early works demonstrate how stories functioned as
educational tools while entertaining their audiences.Alongside oral traditions, India developed a rich visual
storytelling culture that found expression in temple murals, cave paintings, and illustrated manuscripts. The
Ajanta and Ellora cave paintings (2nd century BCE-6th century CE) used sequential imagery to depict
Buddhist and Hindu stories, marking an early form of visual narrative storytelling. Another example is the
Pattachitra paintings of Odisha, a folk art form where mythological tales were illustrated on cloth scrolls
and narrated during performances. These traditions highlight how Indian storytelling has long relied on the
fusion of words and images to create immersive experiences.

During the medieval period, illustrated manuscripts became more prevalent, particularly in the Mughal and
Rajput courts. The Hamzanama, commissioned by Emperor Akbar in the 16th century, featured Persian
adventure stories depicted through a series of paintings accompanied by text, functioning much like modern
graphic novels. Similarly, the Ragamala paintings, which combined poetry and images to represent different
musical moods (ragas), demonstrated an advanced form of sequential storytelling. These artistic traditions
influenced later developments in illustrated books and comics, showing a continuous evolution in Indian
visual storytelling. With the advent of the printing press in colonial India, the nature of storytelling began to
shift. The 19th century saw the rise of vernacular newspapers and illustrated periodicals, which often
contained moral stories, mythological adaptations, and satirical cartoons. Publications like Harishchandrachi
Factory (India’s first printing press in 1854) and Chandamama (1947) played a crucial role in familiarizing
Indian readers with illustrated storytelling. Chandamama, in particular, became one of the longest-running
Indian children's magazines, combining engaging visuals with folklore, mythology, and historical tales.
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The true turning point in Indian graphic storytelling came in 1967 with the launch of Amar Chitra Katha
(ACK) by Anant Pai. Frustrated by Indian children’s reliance on Western comics, Pai created ACK to educate
young readers about India’s rich mythological and historical heritage. The series adapted stories from the
Ramayana, Mahabharata, and regional folklore into comic book format, using colorful visuals and simple
yet engaging narratives. ACK became immensely popular, selling millions of copies and becoming an
essential part of childhood reading in India. Despite its success, ACK primarily focused on reinforcing cultural
values and traditional narratives rather than experimenting with new storytelling techniques. However, it laid
the groundwork for future graphic novels by proving that Indian audiences were receptive to sequential art
storytelling. As Indian society evolved, so did its storytelling needs, leading to the emergence of graphic
narratives that explored themes beyond mythology. The transition from folk tales and mythology to
contemporary and futuristic themes reflects not only a shift in artistic expression but also a broader cultural
transformation in India’s literary landscape.

As Indian society underwent rapid transformations in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the themes
explored in graphic narratives expanded beyond mythology and folklore. While Amar Chitra Katha (ACK)
dominated the Indian comic book industry by retelling mythological and historical stories, a new wave of
artists and writers began to experiment with socially relevant themes. The economic liberalization of the
1990s, globalization, and increased urbanization played a crucial role in shaping the concerns of modern
Indian storytellers. Many graphic novelists moved away from traditional moralistic tales and instead explored
themes of identity, displacement, and socio-political struggles.

One of the earliest Indian graphic novels to address socio-political issues was River of Stories (1994) by Orijit
Sen. The novel depicted the struggles of indigenous communities affected by the Narmada Dam project,
highlighting themes of environmental destruction and government apathy. Unlike earlier Indian comics,
which largely focused on preserving cultural heritage, River of Stories introduced a new way of using the
graphic medium to critique contemporary issues. This marked the beginning of a shift in Indian graphic
narratives, where personal and political themes became central to storytelling. The early 2000s witnessed a
growing interest in graphic novels that addressed urban alienation, political unrest, and historical memory.
Corridor (2004) by Sarnath Banerjee is widely regarded as India’s first graphic novel in the modern sense.
Set in contemporary Delhi, the novel explores themes of consumerism, isolation, and intellectualism through
the lives of its protagonists. Banerjee’s use of fragmented storytelling, interwoven narratives, and visual
symbolism set a precedent for future Indian graphic novelists.

Following Corridor, several graphic novels explored India's turbulent political history. Delhi Calm (2010) by
Vishwajyoti Ghosh examines the period of Emergency (1975-77), a time of political suppression and
censorship under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s rule. Through a combination of fiction and historical events,
Ghosh presents a dystopian vision of an India where authoritarian control silences dissent. This graphic novel,
along with others, demonstrates how visual storytelling can serve as a tool for political critique and historical
reflection.

Similarly, Amar Bari, Tomar Bari, Naxal Bari (2010) by Sumit Kumar revisits the Naxalite movement, a
radical communist uprising that took place in India during the late 1960s and 1970s. By blending satire with
political commentary, the novel presents a nuanced view of revolutionary struggles and state repression. The
increasing use of graphic novels to explore such themes indicates a departure from the didactic tone of earlier
comics, allowing for more complex narratives.

Another significant development in Indian graphic storytelling is the focus on personal and marginalized
voices. Kari (2008) by Amruta Patil is one of India’s first graphic novels to explore LGBTQ+ themes, mental
health, and urban loneliness. The novel’s protagonist, Kari, struggles with her sexuality and societal
expectations in an alienating metropolis. Unlike traditional comics that reinforced cultural ideals, Kari
challenges them, offering an introspective look at identity and belonging. Additionally, graphic novels such
as Chhotu: A Tale of Partition (2011) by Neelabh Banerjee and This Side, That Side: Restorying Partition
(2013) by Vishwajyoti Ghosh reflect on the long-lasting impact of the Partition of India in 1947. These works
revisit historical trauma through personal narratives, demonstrating how graphic storytelling can capture the
emotional and psychological weight of displacement. By integrating individual experiences with historical
events, these novels create a layered understanding of the past.
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The transition from mythology to socio-political themes in Indian graphic narratives signifies a growing
engagement with contemporary issues and historical reflection. Unlike earlier comics that sought to entertain
and educate through moral tales, modern graphic novels serve as a platform for critical discourse. Through a
combination of visual and textual storytelling, Indian graphic novels have evolved to address issues such as
caste, gender, political corruption, and migration. This shift highlights the ability of graphic narratives to not
only entertain but also challenge and question societal norms.

As Indian graphic narratives evolved, futuristic and cyberpunk themes emerged as a response to the country’s
rapid technological advancements, urbanization, and socio-political changes. Cyberpunk, a subgenre of
science fiction characterized by dystopian settings, corporate dominance, and advanced technology, has found
relevance in India’s modern storytelling landscape. The increasing digitalization of Indian society, along with
concerns about surveillance, artificial intelligence, and social inequality, has influenced graphic novelists to
explore speculative futures. Unlike traditional comics that drew from mythology, contemporary works engage
with themes of cybernetics, virtual realities, and dystopian control. One of the pioneering Indian graphic
novels in this genre is M147 by Shamik Dasgupta, which blends cyberpunk aesthetics with elements of Indian
mythology. The story envisions a dystopian future where artificial intelligence governs society, raising
questions about free will and ethical dilemmas in a technology-driven world. By incorporating Hindu
mythological references within a futuristic setting, M147 bridges the gap between India’s ancient narratives
and modern speculative fiction. This hybrid storytelling approach demonstrates how Indian cyberpunk
narratives retain cultural roots while engaging with global science fiction tropes. Another significant work in
this genre is Taaramandal by Appupen, which presents a dark, futuristic vision of an India dominated by
corporate control and environmental decay. The novel’s silent, visual storytelling method enhances its
dystopian atmosphere, emphasizing the alienation of individuals in an increasingly mechanized world.
Through its striking artwork and nonlinear narrative, Taaramandal critiques capitalist exploitation and the
loss of human connection in the face of technological progress. Such works reflect growing anxieties about
the future of Indian society, where economic growth often comes at the cost of social and environmental
stability.

The theme of surveillance and digital control is also prevalent in Indian cyberpunk narratives. With the
expansion of biometric data collection, facial recognition technologies, and mass surveillance programs,
concerns about privacy and state control have become central to futuristic storytelling. Graphic novels like
The Legends of Aveon 9 incorporate elements of cybernetic warfare and political conspiracies, showcasing a
world where human lives are governed by artificial intelligence and digital systems. These narratives question
the ethical implications of technology while drawing parallels to contemporary issues such as internet
censorship and data privacy.

Additionally, Indian cyberpunk storytelling frequently examines the intersection of tradition and modernity.
Unlike Western cyberpunk, which often portrays a complete break from the past, Indian futuristic narratives
tend to blend ancient cultural motifs with high-tech settings. This is evident in works that feature gods and
mythological figures interacting with cybernetic landscapes, offering a unique reinterpretation of Hindu epics
through a futuristic lens. By merging the mythic past with speculative futures, Indian graphic novelists create
a distinct cyberpunk aesthetic that differentiates their work from conventional Western counterparts. The
exploration of artificial intelligence and post-humanism is another recurring theme in futuristic Indian graphic
novels. Stories often depict societies where humans and machines coexist in uneasy relationships, reflecting
debates about technological dependency and the loss of human agency. These narratives resonate with India’s
current trajectory, as automation and Al integration continue to reshape industries and social structures. By
imagining worlds where technology dictates human existence, Indian cyberpunk narratives provide a critical
lens through which to examine the ethical and philosophical dilemmas of progress.

Moreover, the rise of digital art and web-based comics has further expanded the scope of futuristic storytelling
in India. Independent artists and graphic novelists are experimenting with augmented reality, interactive
storytelling, and digital comics to push the boundaries of the medium. Platforms such as Indie Comix Fest
have provided a space for creators to explore unconventional narratives that challenge traditional publishing
norms. This shift towards digital storytelling aligns with the cyberpunk ethos of technological disruption and
innovation.
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The emergence of cyberpunk and futuristic narratives in Indian graphic novels reflects broader concerns about
technology’s impact on society. While earlier Indian comics focused on mythology and history, modern works
envision futures shaped by artificial intelligence, corporate control, and digital surveillance. These narratives
serve as both cautionary tales and speculative explorations of India’s technological trajectory. By blending
science fiction with cultural traditions, Indian cyberpunk stories offer a unique perspective on the intersection
of progress, ethics, and identity in an increasingly digital world.

The evolution of Indian graphic narratives from folk tales to cyberpunk illustrates a profound transformation
in storytelling, reflecting the shifting cultural, social, and technological landscapes of the country. Rooted in
oral traditions, ancient Indian storytelling relied heavily on mythological epics, moral fables, and visual art
forms such as murals, scroll paintings, and temple carvings. Over time, these traditional narratives transitioned
into printed comic books, with Amar Chitra Katha (ACK) emerging as a dominant force in shaping the
perception of Indian mythology and history. By visually representing the rich heritage of the country, ACK
and similar works familiarized generations of readers with the nation’s cultural and moral values. However,
as India modernized, graphic storytelling expanded beyond mythology and folklore, embracing complex
themes that reflected contemporary realities.

The rise of socio-political narratives in Indian graphic novels, signaled a shift in focus from educating
storytelling to critical engagement with issues such as urban alienation, class struggles, historical memory,
and political dissent. Works like River of Stories, Corridor, and Delhi Calm broke away from the traditional
framework of mythology and instead used the graphic medium to critique government policies, economic
disparities, and systemic oppression. These narratives demonstrated that comics and graphic novels could be
more than just tools for entertainment—they could function as powerful commentaries on Indian society. By
combining visual artistry with strong socio-political narratives, Indian graphic novels carved a niche for
themselves as a form of literary expression capable of capturing the complexities of modern life.

The transition to futuristic and cyberpunk narratives further expanded the scope of Indian graphic storytelling,
reflecting anxieties about technology, surveillance, and the intersection of tradition with modernity. Unlike
Western cyberpunk, which often portrays a bleak, technologically driven dystopia, Indian cyberpunk
narratives tend to incorporate cultural and mythological elements, creating a unique fusion of past and future.
Works like M147 and Taaramandal present speculative futures where artificial intelligence, corporate control,
and digital surveillance reshape society, forcing individuals to navigate an increasingly mechanized world.
These narratives resonate with India’s ongoing digital revolution, raising pertinent questions about the ethics
of technology and its impact on human agency. The ability of Indian graphic novels to engage with futuristic
themes while retaining cultural roots showcases their adaptability and relevance in a rapidly changing world.
The evolution from folk tales to cyberpunk narratives highlights the dynamic nature of Indian storytelling,
demonstrating that graphic narratives are not static but continuously evolving to reflect contemporary
concerns. While early comics served as a means of preserving cultural heritage, modern graphic novels have
become a platform for exploring identity, history, and futurism. This transformation signifies a broader
cultural shift in how stories are told and consumed in India. As the medium continues to gain recognition,
Indian graphic narratives have the potential to influence global storytelling, offering unique perspectives that
blend tradition with innovation.

In the future, Indian graphic novels are likely to further diversify, incorporating emerging themes such as
climate change, gender representation, and artificial intelligence ethics. The growing accessibility of digital
platforms, coupled with a rising interest in independent and experimental comics, will likely push the
boundaries of the medium even further. Indian graphic narratives are no longer confined to mythology or
nostalgia; they have become a dynamic space for social critique, artistic exploration, and futuristic
speculation. As new generations of artists and writers continue to push creative boundaries, Indian graphic
storytelling will remain a vital and evolving part of the country’s literary and visual culture.

Conclusion: The journey from Panchatantra to cyberpunk narratives underscores not only the adaptability
of Indian storytelling traditions but also the medium’s ability to capture the complexities of an evolving
society. Whether revisiting history, criticising the present, or speculating on the future, Indian graphic novels
have established themselves as a significant cultural and artistic force. Their ability to merge traditional
storytelling with contemporary themes ensures that they will continue to shape and reflect the narratives of
an ever-changing India.
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