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The Signs of Post-Colonial Identity:
Ballooned Words and Drawn texts in Sarnath Baner@eaphic Novels

Esterino Adami
University of Turin

1. Introduction

The aim of this papéris to investigate the linguistic and textual stgaes through which
graphic novelist Sarnath Banerjee expresses fofrpesi-colonial identity against the backdrop of
contemporary multilingual Indfa Far from being a trivial, marginal genre, comieswith their
captivating blend of words and pictures — repres@nideal tool for the expression of postcolonial
and postmodern discourses of identity that the autvants to convey. Graphic novels chart the
tension between the verbal and the visual dimessagdrcommunication and work as multimodal
texts in which various semiotic elements coopetatereate and organise meanings. To date,
Sarnath Banerjee has authored three graphic w@Qdgidor (2004), The Barn Owl's Wondrous
Capers(2007) andThe Harappa Fileg2010), which benefit from a variety of differestiyles and
techniques and employ signs as hybrid communicatodes, with iconic, symbolic, indexical
features to voice contemporary anxieties and aniiegu

Comics are not an autochthonous genre in Indiadpagth traditional Indian iconography
and pictography is particularly rich and elaborated yet thanks to their interactive nature, which
allows the fruitful combination of textual charagséics and resources, they perfectly fit the awalktu
landscape of a multilingual country like India. Boslonial graphic novels are therefore taken as
examples of multimodal texts, in which languagetigh abrogation and appropriation reflects the
value of local practices, according to Pennycoeisgon (2010). Moreover, the rhetorical strategies
that Banerjee uses to construct his texts areeiith the idea of language transformation in post
colonial contexts theorised by Ashcroft (2009), whghlights the translation of local cultures via
hybridised varieties of English.

This paper will focus on how the idea of identityard its possible crisis — is visually and
linguistically portrayed as a main preoccupation Sarnath Banerjee’s graphic novels. The
examples | intend to examine belong to the postreal context of India and have been chosen to
illustrate the different modes of construction @émtity traits and cultural values. Placed withm a
expanding web of intertextual references, theselgcanarratives suggestively play with the
apparent ambiguity of the language of comics aneriogate the shapes of identity in a double
feeling of fragmentation of texts and plurality @bices, stories, memories of the self in
multicultural and multilingual India today.

2. Graphicing the wor(l)d

! This paper is part of a larger locally-funded eesh project titled “Rewriting Stories through GhappNovels”, which
is also connected with a scientific poster titi&@ilémmas in Multimodal Space: Ballooned Words oa®n Texts?”
that | presented at the AIA Conference “Challenfgeshe 2£' Century: Dilemmas, Ambiguities, Directions”, hedd
the University of Rome Tre in 2009.

2 various scholars (Eisner 2008; Saraceni 2003; WaflR7) have discussed the differences between soamd
graphic novels. In the present paper, howeverteianinological convenience | have chosen to usddimas “graphic
novels”, “comics” and “graphic narratives” as irtleangeable.



2.1 Meanings and signs

The idea of graphic representation of stories maseat origins. The relationship between
pictures and words evokes the comparison of paeidy painting: Wolk (2007: 126-7) points this
out by referring to classical poets and rhetorigianch as Simonides of Keos and Horace, and their
discussions about different genres and ways ofesgmtation. Verbal language and graphical
depictions have distinct characteristics, but theyh share a large potentiality of expressing
meanings and ideas, and when they work togethepoeer of representation turns out to be
particularly salient. Indeed, we could say thahvgtaphic novels words and pictures collaborate in
a semiotic relationship so as to create a new miaaduage, in which words and signs bear a
particular meaning or reference.

As Saraceni (2003: 5) highlights, the main featwfesomics concern the use of both words
and images, and the textual arrangement of sedectpresentational parts into cohesive and
coherent progressions. The different scenes witir tiinguistic and pictorial components are
collocated within frames called panels and whileytmay, apparently, seem still or frozen
moments, they are actually part of the narratiomfand as such they compress information and
aspects of the story being narrated. Another ingmbrelement in the architecture of graphic novels
is the gutter, namely the blank space between émelp which connects the different scenes and
condenses the storyline inasmuch as the readeo @grpret not only pictures and words, but also
the ‘invisible’ presence of meanings and developeBaraceni sees in the gutter a similarity with
the “space that divides one sentence from the tiegte is always a certain amount of information
that is missing from the narrative” (2003: 9). Twther important devices give the language of
comics vigour and consistency: the balloon andctq@ion. With its typical cloud-like shape, the
former can be of two types, i.e. speech balloon #rwight balloon, and is connected to the
character by a tail, whose function is “equivalemthat of clauses” (Saraceni 2003: 9). Equally
important is the employment of the caption, a @ik to support the narration by providing extra
information, which Saraceni compares to the “backgd voice that sometimes is heard in films”
(2003: 10). As we shall see, Sarnath Banerjee @gpfototo the fruitful dynamism of these textual
characteristics in his works.

As far as the pictorial representation is conceriédlk (2007) makes a distinction between
drawing and cartooning: the first term typicallys@gates a process of ‘realistic’ representation
based on technical aspects such as form, lightinest and so forth, whereas the second is
connected with a kind of elaboration operatingthie artist’s viewpoint and perception. Indeed, as
Wolk holds, in the case of cartooning “its chieblt are distortion and symbolic abstraction; it
usually begins and sometimes ends with contourcaitiche, and it relies on conventions that imply
the progression of time” (2007: 120). To enhan@dartooning techniques, graphic novelists and
artists rely on the employment of different signéjch are conventionally given certain meanings
such as icons, indexes and symbols. The first oggagcludes those signs that look like the object
they wish to represent, the second concerns timeeelis that acquire a meaning depending on their
environmental collocation, e.g. an arrow that iatks the way to a certain place, and finally the
third regards the arbitrary assignment of valua$ meanings to signs, according to conventions,
for example those regulating road signs.

2.2 A double pragmatic prospective

Given the structural and multimodal complexitycofnics and graphic novels, | argue that a
double approach to this genre is needed, takirgantount, on the one hand, the process of text-
production, and, on the other, the reception aadstation of words and pictures. The assumption
underlying the notion of text-production of grapimovels relates to the fact that the language of
comics covers not only semantic, syntactic andoriel options, but also includes typographic,



pictographic and pictorial elements in the naretenstruction. As graphic novelist Eisner affirms,
“the process of writing for graphic narration comeitself with the development of the concept,
then the description of it and the constructiontled narrative chain in order to translate it into
imagery. The dialogue supports the imagery andupast both are in service to the story. They
combine and emerge as a seamless whole” (2008: Cb®)ics, therefore, are characterised by a
mixture of different components, each playing & jparand contributing to, the narration process
(Saraceni 2001, Bridgeman 2004). The perspectiVeéleoreception or translation of words and
pictures are governed by the cognitive processasdiat decoding signs and references, and Eco
(2008) observes that the balloon can be regardech @&ample of meta-language since it anchors
the textual part to a specific code, with its inndes.

However, Barker (1989) lays emphasis on the sasipéct of reading graphic narratives in a
dialogic approach through which readers reconsth&it own worlds and perceptions and try to
find a balance between fiction and non-fiction. &wing to Barker, “conventions in comic strips
condense social relations; they help to deterntieekind of reader we become. They make reading
a social relationship between us and the text” 9198). In this perspective, we might interpret the
semiotics of comics as a kind of visual semiotighjch textualises a particular type of linguistic
landscape and consequently, at least to a centéémte echoes the notion of geosemiotics, namely
“the study of the social meaning of the materiacpiment of signs and discourses and of our
actions in the material world” (Scollon and Scol@®03: 2). This approach is further endorsed by
Blommaert and Huang (2010) in their understandinpe localised specificity of signs in contexts
and domains. By the same token, comics amplifyr thepresentational power and mirror the
specific sociocultural local context they wish tepresent in their grapho-textual nature:
consequently Banerjee’s comics embody selectedahispieces of Indian culture against a global
cultural backdrop. To support this interpretatioshbll use Pennycook’s concept of language as a
local practice (2010), which calls attention to linguistic and communicative phenomena that take
place within and across communities to expresditiesn

2.2 Comics as a language of the youth?

The readership of comics is socially charactersedpecific target groups, with two broad
categories: stories for children, e.g. the charaateeated by Walt Disney, and comics for adulis, a
in the case of Banerjee. Furthermore, Wolk remungl¢ghat, since “comics’ content and their social
context are inextricably linked” (2007: 60), comitgy be considered a peculiar and ‘alternative’
genre, or even as representative of a particuldrcglture’ (e.g. young adults). As a whole, in fact
we could say that the language of comics draws wariaty of resources such as verbal play, non-
standard vocabulary, lexical innovation, lingos argressions, which in some cases may constitute
a form of “antilanguage” (a concept originally eda#ited by Halliday), often associated with the
jargon of specific social groups and used as a fofnsocial bonding. These ‘antilanguage
properties’ of comics have often been exploitedaitkle controversial issues or manifest discord
and protest

In the Indian context, however, comics are not akegpread and popular as they are in the
“western” world. Therefore one must be cautiouglentifying comics as a possible linguistic code
for young people. Certainly the emergence of thenger generation in India has strong influences

3 Titles such as Art Spigelmanidaus (a graphic project which in reality was develoma®r a long span of time, i.e.
1972-1991), Alan Moore'¥ for Vendettg1982-1988) or more recently Magdy El Shaféditro (originally published
in Arabic in 2008 in Egypt) not only give literapyestige to the genre of comics, but they alsotfanas political texts
which embody discourses of commitment, resistanderaaction and deal with dramatic topics, for epkmnthe weight
and the memory of the holocaust, the totalitariareat of dystopia and the current instability ofaBrcontexts in
northern Africa. In the Indian context it is worttentioning the case of Amruta Palksiri (2008), a graphic novel that
explicitly addresses ‘scandalous’ and disturbirenbs such as suicide, leshian relations, ternlinakses.



on communication and literacy, and implicitly onrieas forms of storytelling, and reflects once
again the complex multilingual and multiculturave@onment of the country. In her analysis of the
language of the youth in South Asia, Nair (20084-479) recognises six particular strategies
(clippings, inflectional and derivational suffixegbbreviations and acronyms, neologisms, nonce
formations, relexicalized items) and argues thal trepresent the sociolinguistic resources that
young people exploit in order to affirm their idiéytand their sense of modernity, thus breaking the
link with the traditions of the past. Indeed, theheor holds that “the youth of India can both berse
publicly performingan innovative set of cross-cultural linguistictiethat will guarantee them an
independent identity, as well &rming a linguistic vanguard in pursuit of ‘freedom ofesgh’
across international boundaries” (2008: 490; atshemphasis).

If we now take into account the language of Inde@mics, in particular the works of
Banerjee, as a rule we do not find such specialcdsvat work, at least not superficially, as the
verbal elements employed tends to be levelled. Mewehe linguistic complexity of Banerjee’s
works seems to adhere to the paradigms of repedg@entand innovation that according to Nair
characterise the particular socio-cultural contaxthe youth in contemporary India. The graphic
novelist does not specifically direct his storiesatyoung readership, but he captures the vitafity
the younger generations, in a context where, acogitd Nair (2008: 468) “increased lifespans and
the institutions of the modern nation-state havenlmioed to produce new social spaces within
which the idea of youth, with a specialized cultofats own, has been psychologically extended
and developed”. In this light, comics become aipaldr site for the expression of ‘in-progress’
identity, in which the emergence and contradictiohsradition and modernity are problematised
and scrutinised via hybridity and imagination.

3. Sarnath Banerjee: a graphic storyteller in India

Born in 1972 in Kolkata, Sarnath Banerjee read @oamcation and Image at Goldsmith
College, University of London, and then succesgfiiticused on comics as a mirror for the
representation of multifaceted scenarios of Intideed his works offer important insights into the
social and cultural contexts of the country thattkan eclectic and polymorphous style that breaks
and rearranges storylines and plots in a postmofdetmon. Episodes, pictures, signs, references
are elaborated and recoded into a flow of narratisdhose meanings are conveyed by the alliance
of panels, gutters and balloons and must be ceoghitdeconstructed by the reader.

Ambitiously described as ‘India’s first graphicwad in various press reviewgorridor
presents different interconnected stories, neryoastillating between Delhi and Kolkata, whose
most extravagant characters are Brighu and DiBitata. The former is a young man with a craze
for outlandish collections, including “rare LPsfofgotten musicians, whom | can’t listen to for the
fear of scratching the record... nine leather-bountimes of phantom — the ghost who walks,
which | have stopped reading since Bambi borron@dnae four and never returned it” (Banerjee
2004: 5-6). Therefore he appears to evoke a postmoidientity, with a certain psychological
maelstrom rendered through a rich intertextual nepre, using both verbal language and
significant drawings, also incorporating meta-refexe to the genre of comics with the mention of
Lee Falk'sThe PhantomBrighu, who does not hesitate to define himsslfaapostmodern Ibn
Battuta, is textually constructed through the acalation of explicit elements, symbols, quotations,
and this type of characterisation is explicitlynferced with a quotation of Jean Baudrillard on the
pathological interpretation of collecting and matksm. Digital Dutta, a Kolkata-based software
engineer whose visionary self is pictorially decasgd into a myriad of scenes and dreams, is also
similarly portrayed: “in his head he is a faith le@aa quantum physicist, a war reporter, a linguis
and a kalari expert. In his head he has dancedIsaithora Duncan, played the guitar with Django
Reinhart, he has solved equations for Heisenbeefpoqmed escape tricks with Harry Houdini,
exploded the midfield alongside Garincha. In hiachehe has been Chris Evert’'s mixed-doubles



partner” (Banerjee 2004: 40-41). The two charadieesefore exemplify the vigorous imagination
of the author, exploring and manipulating the seonfadentity of contemporaneity, and its
(impossible) unity.

Banerjee’s second volume constitutes a furthellainge to the idea of textual linearity as it
brings to the highest degree the resource of eaterality by simultaneously evoking various
epochs, world settings, historical information afidtional events via explicit and hidden
references. The first example of the intricateneziee system governing the narrative worlds of the
author lies in the title, which is the English tstation ofHatum Pyanchar Noksha 19" century
Bengali satirical novel by Kali Prasanna Singh @&p. The structure offhe Barn Owl’s
Wondrous Capergresents a short prologue, followed by thirteectises, which are collected
under the title “The Dark Armpits of History” andhase stories recreate the legend of the
wandering Jew: the main protagonist is given tis& @f recovering an eponymous book imbued
with colonial narrations and shocking revelatiohs.his unusual quest, the man travels from
London to Kolkata and unearths memories of his amgfamily and ancestors. The graphic novel
schizophrenically functions as a kind of interctatibricolage grounded on the layering of various
allusions, episodes, icons, and drawing extensioelgeveral traditions.

Sarnath Banerjee’s latest work centripetally exisasnd fragments the very idea of graphic
narrative into an experimental, hybridised ploslésxt, which is not easy to define. Constructed as
a series of interrelated sketches, strips, adeengts, pictures, the book is fictitiously presdrdas
the final report of an imaginary institution calldte Greater Harappa Rehabilitation, Reclamation
and Redevelopment Commission, which aims to “conhdugigantic survey of a country on the
brink of great hormonal changes” (Banerjee 2011). By building up a wealthy repository of
genres and icons, the author fashions an intefpolaf simple black-and-white pictures with no
panels, descriptive or explanatory captions, g@aelements taken from the worlds of advertising
and cinema with the purpose of scrutinising thesitars and anxieties of India today. The different
“files” that make up the volume are organised asssaf chapters, and their various titles often cal
to mind known personalities, manufactured goodswen educational acronyms, for example
“Vicco” (an Ayurvedic medicine group) or “lIT” (Indn Institutes of Technology). Here the writer
is not interested in a linear development of theteot, but rather he seems to play deliberatellg wit
symbols and allusions because the “files are ammamdion of the near past and attempt to
resurrect, examine and catalogue cultural, humahnaaterial relics” (Banerjee 2011: 15), hence
the justification to mix colonial memories and acemporary uncertainties.

4. Linguistic strategies in Banerjee’s graphic risve
4.1 Language as a local practice between ficti@hreom-fiction

My approach to Banerjee’s multimodal texts is magrounded on the idea of language as a
local practice, a dense notion used by Pennycamkeée how different linguistic resources are used,
different worlds evoked, different possibilitiesgaged in as people use the linguistic wherewithal
around them” (2010: 69). Such a perspective focasethe ability of language users to link and
represent simultaneously human activities, intevastand imaginations, in a communicative act
that takes into account how local cultural mandaehs construct the sense of locality. Pennycook
deals with various contexts and genres, and enmge®ashe interconnection between locality and
verbal message which ties individuals and commesith an ever-growing intertextual process,
amplified by the rhymes of globalisation and itbhglised local and global repertoires.

| think it is possible to extend and apply sucleiptetative tools to various instances of
language in use, including comics as representdtiogsources for the expression of identity
because the mixed (verbal/pictorial) languagestti@graphic novelist uses can be seen as parts of
a larger cultural patchwork. As Pennycook holdsiélscapes are more than the environment in



which texts and images are drawn; they are sphaeg¢ste imagined and invented” (2010: 67), and
consequently they can include those text-types thilahd diverse localised modalities and
references. Indeed, Banerjee’s works convey thaegalcontradictions and manifestations of the
teeming Indian cultural scene, with its deep andzfg identity constructions, echoing key
concepts such aahtra (nation),lakshmi(wealth) andsamaj(society) (French 2011). Pennycook’s
analysis is mainly addressed to non-literary gervasit can be adapted to literary texts as vel,
they too may be considered representational resswexpressing a specific world vision. As Bex
reminds us, “although it is true that literatureedmot refer directly to the phenomenal world, this
not to say that it does not refer indirectly. Treneepts and propositions which are evoked by
reading a literary text may not have specific datrens with items and relationships in the non-
fictional world, but they enable us to create iekdy rich imaginary cognitive worlds which mimic
the external world” (1996: 183). However, if we aden our perspective, we could argue that
literary texts do not merely mediate the relatiopsietween addresser and addressee in an attempt
to represent reality, but they may work as idetgissior the construction of identities and pradjce
though various semiotic resources, which are lgatbedded and given appropriate meaning.

Banerjee’s graphic novels extensively employ aitalgted assemblage of signs, including
paralinguistic features such as advertisements,smppotos, which function as examples of
language as a local practice. These texts remixrasklape cultural references, colonial jargon,
picture-supported wordplay, and other semiotic eelsi in the urge to narrate, re-imagine, and
examine reality and its multiple dimensions via neemmunicative channel§.he Barn Owl's
Wondrous Caperdor example, opens with a warning which readsi§Tdook is inspired by history
but not limited by it” (Banerjee 2007: IV) and thesplicitly defines its ambitious and ironic scope.
In the incipit of The Harappa Filesinstead, the members of the Greater Harappa Rigdiadm,
Reclamation & Redevelopment Commission choralljestiaat “to tell / new / stories / one / needs /
new / languages” (Banerjee 2011: 12), and from sacprovocative assertion emerge two
fundamental aspects: the desire to stage identaies circumstances through stories, and the
decision to manipulate or recreate codes (throwayh languages). In this way, the structure of the
text adopts language as a local practice in amteffcexpress attitudes and feelings, and we should
remember that the London-educated author apprepraatd re-invents a non-autochthonous genre
to scan a plurality of cultural contexts, for insta the ambivalent burden of the colonial past and
the narrow path towards the future of India, asdntiny contemporary identities.

The idea of local practice can also refer to drawages that reflect contextualised realities
and contexts, whereas the graphological dimenseye functions through the support of “visual
English”, and further corroborates the localiseelpoint and identity introspection. According to
Goodman (1996: 52) “the ways in which we repres@nts visually are linked to our point of
view about those events, and what we want to conmatenabout them”. Consequently, the Indian
author’s trilogy turns a lens on some crucial atpet Indian culture and society and what emerges
from this textual complexity does not concern agkinform of identity, but rather a variety of
multiple selves performing different acts and mgvatross various local contexts.

4.2 Deconstructing Banerjee’s comics

Although the three graphic narratives are constdidistinctively and through different
techniques, they share some structural charaatstisthich constitute Banerjee’s representational
and linguistic resources in his ambitious projethe author’'s idiolect mingles traditional
multimodal vehicles triggering a defamiliarisingdapuzzling effect on the reader. Given the
density of these graphic novels and the difficsltia reproducing the panels, in the following
sections | will focus on some of the more salie@tdires. It is important to bear in mind, however,
that in comics such devices do not operate in tigoiabut rather they make up a heterogeneity of
semiotic elements, intermixing texts, photos, piEsuand symbols in a textual organisation which



may superficially appear chaotic, but which actuatbndenses a multiplicity of conceptual frames
and cultural discourses (Bridgeman 2004).

4.2.1 Colouring

One of the first attention-getting elements in duapstories is colouring, i.e. the fact that
pictures, and sometimes even words, can be eithek Bnd white or coloured. Both techniques are
important and add different connotations to theystapparently black and white pictures look
“simpler” than coloured pictures, but they can alijube highly expressive and bear symbolic
references. From a mere quantitative point of viee/,can see that i@orridor 20 pages out of 112
are, at least partially, coloured, whil§he Barn Owls’ Wondrous Capeggesents 40, at least
partially, coloured pages out of the total numbie2@8 pages. WitiThe Harappa Filesthe case is
different as most of the pages are coloured, hatithdue to its strongly iconic nature and to its
proximity to other forms of representation suchadsertising or photography. As Kress and Van
Leeuwen affirm, in various representational forms &pes “colour clearly functions as a formal
semiotic device to provide cohesion and cohereand;this function is active across quite large
spans” (2001: 58). Moreover, in this volume theangy of pictures are not framed into panels, but
they occupy most of the space on the page.

Conversely the reason for adopting black-and-wéliteost exclusively irCorridor may lie
in the writer's experimental approach to the geamd his will to uphold a world tradition of black-
and-white strips. However, it may also affect thkemice of pictures and other elements, as shown,
for example, in the final scene in which, througmeta-reference device, we see a hand drawing a
panel in which there is a graphic artist at worlariBrjee 2004: 107), thus implying a continuous
chain of inner references to the ideas of text-mgkind authoring (Figure 1).

Therefore the black-and-white technique can alsvaip as

a tool of expressive language employed to depict an
alternative worldview, detached from the realigirociple

of representation, bearing in mind that “there i@renthan
one modality system often dependent on the context
which the image appears” (Goodman 1996: 59).

4.2.2 Lettering

Lettering plays a significant part in the organsat
of graphic stories as it vividly represents and kaathe
voice of the various characters, and can includecds as
diverse as spelling, typography, visual allitenaticand
visual puns. Eisner argues that in a graphic naegédthe
style of lettering and the emulation of accentstheeclues
enabling the reader to read it with the emotionsntes
the comics storyteller intended” (2008: 61). Whereel he
Corridor the writer chiefly uses block letters for all tygpef
phrasing and texts, in the other two works he setans
favour letters that reproduce the effect of beitgrid-

FRUSTRATING KNOULEDGE THAT INVISIBLE BoNDs
e “”"J’i'm.. TOGETHER
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Figure 1: Copyright © Sarnath Banerjee 2004 Written”, often in italics, for direct speech coimid in
(Source: Sarnath Banerjee, Corridor, Penguinballoons and standard capital letter fonts for icayst The
Books India, New Delhi, 2004, p. 107) ; :
choice of hand-written letters and words suggesis a
embodiment and naturalness in the characters’ ngidor example in the attempts of the narrator



in The Barn Owls’ Wondrous Capeiie come to terms with his upsetting past and disteemories

as he rediscovers Kolkata (2007: 59) and discussesral issues with his new friend Digital Dutta
(2007: 158). Elsewhere in the same volume, the ghaof typeface signals another type of
communication, so, for example, the use of coddst is employed as the voice of a radio speaker
(2007: 31) or for the cold formality of a schodtitéz (2007: 42). In rarer cases, we encounter words
written in Hindi, thus using the Devanagari alphalBanerjee 2004: 65), but often these forms of
code-switching are used as captions for photospastdres, further strengthening the collaboration
of verbal and pictorial systems. Lettering does metely have an aesthetic or evocative function,
but it can also contribute to the representatiorpatticular sound effects, for example via the
mechanism of onomatopoeia (Terescenko 2010). A& sucontributes to a communicative
ensemble marked by what Goodman labels as “grapteoges”, namely a notion which “looks
not only atwhatis written, but ahow it is written and at the relationship between tihe” (1996:

44, author's emphasis). Consequently, the writieriase of the text simultaneously derives and
transforms its meaning from the style adopted.

4.2.3 The relationship between captions and speech

The relation between captions and direct speechllysuorks in tandem with the presence
of pictures, but sometimes one element may be marked than another: for example the text can
function with pictures and captions only, or withsant or rare wording, as demonstrated e
Harappa Files with its scarce presence of texts in balloonsersktively, the flow of narration can
stem mainly from the representational power of ypes$, without the support of descriptive or
explicative captions. In such cases, to approachia implies we need to infer meanings by
decoding the multimodal combination of differengrs and elements. As a result, “the reader is
forced to participate by supplying unspoken diatadu..] Used often in films, this device has the
effect of compressing a sequence which might otisentose rhythm and credulity” (Eisner 2008:
58). This strategy is extensively employedlime Harappa Fileswhich essentially emphasises its
fragmented structure seen as a collection of digsyiwords, symbols, which are linked together by
invisible but strong cultural bonds to generategmad identities (the meaning of ‘being Indian’)
and homelands (India as a nation). Indeed, the lmokitiously tries to focus on the double
representation of “post-liberalized India, a fasipitalising society that suffers from bipolar
disorder” (Banerjee 2011: 15), and in such a ssiige label we find the twofold dimension of a
country torn between the values of rooted traditaml the overwhelming and divisive force of
modernity. The sense of identity is therefore migtbin captions and speech in order to refer to
local and national contexts, in a postmodern fldwm@aning-construction. In this volume, the
notable abundance of captions reinforces the seémmeaalue of pictures showing various scenes,
types and clichés of India, and contributes to titecesses of identity construction and
representations, which in a country such as Indianacessarily plural and multicultural.

4.2.4 The blend of pictures and photos

This mixing strategy notably testifies to the higlgree of multimodality that operates in
comics. The presence of colourful photosTihe Barn Owls’ Wondrous Caperfr instance
illustrating different parts of Kolkata, such as drowded ghats, the fish market, the office distri
of Dalhousie, or the numerous advertising pictuaed logos, corroborate the textual surface of
these narratives and semiotically exercise thewalipower. We could here employ the two notions
coined by Goodman (1996: 48-49), respectively laldehs ‘visual alliteration’ and ‘visual puns’.
The first category can refer to a sectionTéfe Harappa Filesfor example, which deals with
different types of small businesses, and the idesdroctural repetition is presented and reinforced



by a one-and-a-half page photograph of an Indiatiostery and photocopy kiosk (Banerjee 2011:
174-175). We can find a visual pun on the well-kndazy Indian bureaucracy in an episode where
a (drawn) Babu clerk explains the procedure of irgggi some documents: “We can't really do
anything for you until you fill three forms — D6732 form 11B/section 28, Form 38C/71, Iltem
1016, each of which should bear recent passpat{siotographs, duly signed by a class IV
gazetted officer and bearing his official seal” (Bgee 2007: 196). The verbose speech of the clerk
is then combined with a photo of a mass of poorptkyellowing files: thus the textual and
photographic components of the panel mutually ceo® each other as a form of parody.

4.2.5 Iconic advertising

The presence of photographic images calls to miveduse of iconic advertising, which
witnesses cultural values and psychological permept Advertising, for example, presented in
various formats such as photos, logos, slogangextualises the narrative flow and provide an
echoing effect by shifting between the languagictibn and non-fiction. We should however bear
in mind that “images, unlike speech acts, canns¢a®r deny anything, which means that the very
notion of truthfulness appears slippery” (Pennard@3: 66). However, in some cases, the
arbitrariness of the adverts used, which may gémerannotative reactions of different types, is
exploited so as to provoke the reader. If we carsithe Harappa Fileswe come across various
popular Indian advertising references, such aspa tf ointment or a soap brand. For example,
Boroline, an over-the-counter antiseptic cream ioally launched in 1929 in Kolkata by
Gourmohan Dutta, a Bengali merchant, is suggested &y cuts or bruises on the path to
success...” (Banerjee 2011: 74), ironically hinting discourses of national economic self-
sufficiency in the 28 century. Another item mentioned is the soap Lifghuwriginally marketed
by Level Brothers in England in 1895, but againdubg the writer as a form of metonymy to
clearly evoke social belonging as illustrated igufe 2.

4.2.6 Intertextuality

Banerjee’s graphic stories are grounded
essentially on the key notion of intertextualityg “
term which continually refers to the impossibildf/
singularity, unity and thus of unquestionable
authority” (Allen 2000: 209) and which operates as
a growing, labyrinthine web of references, echoes,
ideas, memories. All these stories with their
corollary of sub-plots develop and multiply
references and symbols, schizophrenically in
balance between the colonial past and the post-
colonial age, the legacy of tradition and the
emergence of modernity. The most impressive use
of intertextuality probably characteris@he Barn
Owls’ Wondrous Capers which verbally and
graphically mentions characters as diverse as Jacob
Charnock, Marie-Antoinette, the count of St
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LIFE Germain, Anton Mesmer, Qazi Nazrul Islam, King
Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain, but also
Figure 2: Copyright ©Sarnath Banerjee meta-references to comics, with the presence of
(Source: Sarnath Banerjékhe Harappa Files Tintin and his dog Snowy, created by Belgian writer

HarperCollins Publishers India, Noida, 2011, p. 82)



Hergé in 1929, as shown in Figure 3.

Intertextual references to popular culture appea
Corridor too through the pictures of Groucho Mar
Hitchcock and Houdini, while political icons sucls «
Nasser and Che Guevara are showhha Harappa Files
But this cultural overflowing allows the expansiohthe
textual scope through a circular movement in aensgly
dialogic relation between the centre and the penyplof
the world. As a consequence, the strategy of higdeid
intertextuality affects stylistic and communicatireodes
and features. Blommaert defines this scenario
“translocalization”, in which “the spread of glolzad
cultural formats and the emergence of globaliz
communities of consumers thus create new, andiyp®si
opportunities for languages to circulate — eventhié
languages are changed in the process” (2010: 7r&9|
overwhelming intertextual structure that Banerj
elaborates therefore appropriates and abrogates iad |
signs in a fluid manner, which attempts to recdnd }

contemporary cultural phenomena we observe in lacdl
global contexts, and its manifold ‘pluralising’ etts.

Figure 3: Copyright © Sarnath Banerjee

.. . (Source: Sarnath Banerjee, The Barn Owl’s
4.2.7 Varieties and registers of language Wondrous Capers, Penguin Books India, New

Delhi, 2007, p. 80)

The linguistic dimension will now be analysed witdference to languages, dialects, non-
standard forms, obsolete speech and other tooth & exception of some occasional instances of
code-switching, for example i@orridor (Banerjee 2004: 65) when we encounter a “goodtsiabi
campaign poster with English and Hindi phrasingai be said that the author tends to conform to
standard Indian English. However, the graphologpmatential of verbal elements is exploited to
achieve specific stylistic effects such as reprauycold-fashioned, Victorian speech or
representing modern, innovative slang. There as® ahstances of untranslated phrases and
sentences, for example in Bengali when we encouwtePhilip Francis, an 18 century British
politician and pamphleteer of Irish origin (Banerj2007: 5). In other cases the language attempts
to reproduce stylistically the geographical vaaatof English used in colonial and in modern India,
for instance when it conveys specific diatopic isersuch as non-standard jargons, with phatic
fillers like “na” or loanwords from vernacular lamgges.

4.3 Language transformation in post-colonial atghor

Many recent studies have focused on the notionanfjuage change operating in post-
colonial writing. To some extent, the language anBrjee’s graphic novels adheres to the
principles of language transformation that occarpast-colonial cultures (Ashcroft 2009), but here
the idea itself of language is different as it cames verbal and non-verbal resources, blending
together words and pictures. Thus, the imitatiangiple of iconicity that Short and Leech (1981:
233-236) employ to analyse literary texts is haeveamced by the graphic component, which makes
the message being carried by the text simultangauske transparent and more obscure, in the
sense that apparently some drawings and charaotgrappear easily decipherable and transparent
from a cognitive viewpoint, but at a closer looleyhencapsulate a feeling of multiplicity and
complexity.



Ashcroft’s perspective is mainly based on the @igancy between the global use of English
and the local reinvention of the code in post-c@boontexts. According to him, such tension is not
an oppositional force, but rather it demonstrabesstrength of the creative artist, who appropsiate
and elaborates linguistic structures to carry dpeldcal meanings: “this difference from a norm is
the very thing that allows language itself to be thetonymy, the most important signifier of
cultural difference itself” (2010: 112). Hence, wan see that when language is hybridised and
manipulated it ultimately becomes a powerful medfomthe expression of identity. Ashcroft also
takes into consideration different strategies foe transformation of language (e.g. glossing,
untranslated words, interlanguage, syntactic fysemae-switching and vernacular transcription),
but what is significant concerns the dynamic natoirdanguage change as mirrored by textual
representations and the capacity of writers to temnly innovate linguistic schemes to tailor new
need of self-expression. Thus, in Ashcroft’s vis{@@09: 175, author's emphasis), the post-colonial
writer “concedes the importance meanability the importance of a situation in which meaning ca
occur, and at the same time signifies areas oémiffce which may lie beyond meaning, so to
speak, in a realm of cultural experience”. Thigonsholds true in the case of Banerjee’s graphic
novels, whose language manipulation aims to theesgmtation of identity.

To a certain extent, Ashcroft’'s analysis is claséhe idea of language as a local practice, as
Pennycook encourages to “consider the relocalizadibdifferent practices in language and the
translingual practices of language users drawingliffierent resources” (2010: 86). In looking at
different forms of textualities and media, the dah@onstantly highlights the centripetal processes
of transformation of communicative codes which ictgan other social contexts as well. Moreover,
when he examines the global dimension of Englistayp with its political and cultural
implications, he provokingly emphasises what hésddle ‘worldliness’ of English, a notion that
relates “both to its local and global position,the ways in which it both reflects social relations
and constitutes social relations” (Pennycook 205):

The linguistic environment that emerges from Bawg works can thus be observed in the
light of both Ashcroft's and Pennycook&nalysis, since it eventually reflects complex,ltiple
dimensions of cultural phenomena in the globaligedt-colonial and postmodern world, with its
plethora of questions and forms of crisis, in whitifferent characters, such as collectors of
eccentricities, IIT students, old-fashioned babarsgd ‘reinvented’ heroes, enact and reinterpret
narrations through imaginative storytelling withtboverbal and pictorial repertoires. Banerjee
translates the notion of worldliness into textsathgraphically and verbally compress its meanings
and references to reveal aspects of Indian iderftyact, the close collaboration of pictures and
words allows the author to explore the feeling n€ertainty that affects modern life, its frenetic
rhythms and its peculiar habits, which of courseivee from the specific sociocultural and
sociohistorical frame of India.

5. The (Multi)Canon of identity and its linguistonstructions

How does language reflect or rather ‘create’ theseeof ‘identity’, a loaded umbrella term
that encompasses various definitions and concepfs@ourse there are no univocal, clear-cut
answers to this question and the very notion oftithe calls for debates and arguments from
various viewpoints (Jenkins 2004), but we shoulchember the intimate connection between
language and identity, which, as such, also susfatéhe texts here considered through a variety of
linguistic devices and drawn pictures. Their repregtional power to a large extent conveys a
specific inner perspective mirroring individual acallective values and practices. It is certainby n
easy to disentangle the labyrinthine narrative modtimodal patterns that Banerjee develops in his
works, but as a whole they constitute both a siraglé a plural vision of contemporary life and
history through ‘authentic’ Indian eyes, ambitigusldding the numerous historical layers that
postmodern and post-colonial narratives tends golase and remix today. On the one hand, they



try to reproduce a specific sociocultural milieanrely India, and, on the other, they convey the
author’s peculiar choices and inclinations.

In other words, to approach language and idenstyxpressed in Banerjee’s comics we
need to consider the idea of multi-canon, or caegpansions (in this case the extension of a
specific genre appropriated and abrogated, i.edéarlacal’) and the subsequent creation of multi-
canons (so as to accommodate various linguistic tartlial styles, resources, characteristics),
which by virtue of divergence and convergence aféect the dimension of the English language in
its double role both as a global language and al language. Kachru (2009: 182) has argued that
“multi-canons in English have symbolic and substeatneaning: symbolic in the sense that one’s
identity is symbolic, and substrative in the wagntty is expressed, articulated, negotiated and
preserved in language”. From this perspective, weldc assume that given the complexity of
modern identity (in India and in the world) it iegessary for a storyteller to widen and reinvent
languages in order to create a hybrid, “multi-cacali system that integrates different
communicative codes such as Indian English, culrefarences, the interplay between verbal and
visual components, multimodality and paratextuanednts too. It is in the combination and
blending of such features that lie the various eispef identity and culture that Banerjee wishes to
spotlight: India and Indian society therefore ammstructed and deconstructed in an effort to
understand the present through the window of tts¢ (@ag. the pictorial representation of Kolkata,
which used to be the capital city during the R@Jnsequently, India as an emerging super-power,
with its deep contradictions and social problenasynot be fully understood if we fail to look at its
history. But we should also consider future perspes, as Banerjee’s macro- and micro- stories
display characters, events and attitudes thatatoldy constitute the social tissue of an evolving
context, in the globalisation process of South Asia

In these texts, the range of possible identity festations include expectations, desires,
anxieties that subjects perceive and project ireisgvspheres and acts: Banerjee captures and
remoulds these feelings in his graphic storytelliagher directly with words and pictures, or by
activating references, echoes, symbols. Howevegt wharacterises his comics is a particular
perspective that reflects the interconnectednesslisfourses, identities and voices via the
‘localised’ realisations of intertextuality and comanication. Such a viewpoint is also in line with
recent research work on the notion(s) of identitg ats multiple declinations as illustrated by
ledema and Caldas-Coulthard in their treatmenideintity trouble’, in which they acknowledge the
cultural and historical processes of disaggrega#ifiacting modern history and also affirm that
“speaking of identity makes it possible to acknalge that we are criss-crossed with meanings,
resources, feelings and regimes of being that eater a multitude of others, other places, other
times and other practices” (2008: 4). To fully ursiend such a comprehensive gaze, we have to
take into account the mutual interchange of thall¢indian values and symbols) and the global
(graphic storytelling and the use of English). Bually we come full circle to Pennycook’s vision
of language as a local practice, which, in the cdgbese graphic works, can suggest the flavour of
Indianness. This appears to be torn between thespol globalised worldliness and specific
locality, but Pennycook points out that “what islggl, part of the very one-ness of the world, can
only be understood through the locality of perspectin a way that includes the standpoints, the
worldview, the local articulations through whichetlglobal occurs” (2010: 79-80). Hence, the
scholar proposes a more holistic approach by lgghhg how subjects make up their identities by
moving between local and global dimensions in potisie processes of transformation and change.

6. Conclusion: identity in local practices
The degree of transparency of the language of dheics for Banerjee, however, may be

challenging and lead to a kind of paradox, becémusiecode the multimodal structure of these texts
we need to deconstruct various cultural layerspressed by both verbal and pictographic media —



joined together in the textual arrangement. Théhn@utndeed plays with the balance between
preciseness and opaqueness with the two typedafnation (written words and drawn images)
that, through the mechanisms of cohesion and coberewvork as texts. When the story lacks
explicit information or recurs to an introspectivieermetic style, this probably represents a
provocation of the graphic novelist who challendbs readers to decode multiple signs and
references, bearing in mind that “the process ehtitly construction does not reside within the
individual but in intersubjective relations of sames and difference, realness and fakeness, power
and disempowerment” (Bucholtz and Hall 2010: 270)ctsdichotomies make up the scenario of
interaction between different subjects operatingmad reshaping a world ‘in transition’ — i.e. the
perennial clashes of time-honoured and technoltgiadvanced Indias — that we may locate in
these graphic novels and their representations.

As we have seen, the sense of identity that emdrges Banerjee’s graphic narratives is
also marked by hybridity, i.e. the permutation offedent cultural expressions in new and
suggestive ways, mingling different languages aratliy traditions and innovations. Banerjee’s
idiosyncratic style is highly hybridised on botletherbal and visual levels: the former concerns the
distribution of lexical items from different langyes and historical periods (e.g. the Boxwallah
English of the pre-Raj time astutely recreated’me Barn Owl’'s Wondrous Capérashereas the
latter relates to the mixed use of stereotypedhgcagpresentations of Indian people, the presence
of colours and black and white, the juxtapositidrpbotos and pictures. Not only does hybridity
function as an ideal tool to illustrate of the laadli context, but it also provides density of
information and meaning compression through atbengrabbing devices, whilst characters such as
Brighu, Shintu, Digital Dutta, Kedar Babu and Man@®ey move between teeming worlds, break
the constrain of panels and trim a wealth of imteréd subplots.

In this light, Banerjee’s heteroglossic works cdsoabe considered as novel, complex
examples of Indianness, a cultural category thhésreon the multiplicity of cultures, voices,
heritages, frictions. Indeed these graphic novelsvey a traditional sense of unity, of life
developing in and through cycles, which is a laydetlian perspective, simultaneously intermixing
and affecting fundamental cultural components. Téleg depict signs of crisis — affecting society,
men and traditions — but eventually manage to r@t®riorms of identity and forms of crisis,
fractures and disintegrations in an effort to cameéerms with life in India today, a vision which
cannot forget its traditional and colonial pastedded, graphic novels constitute apt vehicles not
only for the representation of contemporary semiggles (such as the position of the individual in
society, the constraints of gender, the social sjoms of inclusion and exclusion), but thanks to
their appealing interplay of different charactecstthey seem to have an effecting power to
challenge and encourage dialogue and reflectiorthayg activate cognitive and intercultural
mechanisms of perception and elaboration.
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