Bread and Comics: A History of the Pao Collective
Jeremy Stoll
In Indian comics culture, there is a small group of five creators who have worked hard to push
the medium forward. Together, they represent some of the most insightful and innovative comics
creators in India today. Only one year ago, in September of 2012, this group came together with
other, associated artists and authors to talk about their work, participate in live drawing, and
reconnect with fellow visual storytellers at the release of their first anthology at Max Mueller
Bhavan in New Delhi (Fig. 1). From graphic novels to political cartoons, strips, and other kinds
of visual storytellings, the Pao Collective has set the bar for creative excellence high in Indian
comics. Their anthology, Pao: the Anthology of Comics Volume 1 and the critical praise for it, as
well as multiple events, publications, and even some research projects, have proven their
importance, especially for long-form comics and stories about everyday life in South Asia.
In this article, I will provide a brief history of the Pao Collective, leading to and beyond
their recent anthology in 2012. Along the way, I will shine a light on the main challenges and
issues that Pao’s members, including Orijit Sen, Sarnath Banerjee, Vishwajyoti Ghosh, Parismita
Singh, and Amitabh Kumar, have addressed in coming together as a collective. Throughout, I am
grounded in fieldwork and interviews that I performed in 2010 and 2013 in Delhi, India,
alongside and through the generosity of the Pao Collective and many other comics creators.1 As
a folklorist, I am dedicated to giving them a voice in my work while providing a history for their
resources; as a result, quotes from interviews that I performed with them support the larger
framework of this piece. In particular, I will describe how these five individuals became
important figures in Indian comics, how they then came together in order to put forth a platform
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for comics culture, how they worked on Pao: the Anthology of Comics, and finally, what they
see as the future of their community and organization.

I.

The Creators

The Pao Collective consists of five primary members working together to support comics as a
medium and a culture in India. Originally, they imagined establishing an outpost of sorts for
comics culture in Delhi, from which they could reach out to and support creators in other cities
and areas around the country. In an article from Pao’s early days, Anushree Majumdar notes that
“The flat in Saket [where they meet] is going to be converted into a studio space for members of
the Collective and other comic book artists and enthusiasts to meet and talk shop. [Amitabh]
Kumar is eager about organizing a residency in the hills, with revenue generated from freelance
work” (2009). They discussed the creation of a studio and even a publishing house, through
which comics culture could be brought to the masses. As the youngest member of Pao, Kumar
described the importance of the collective to me: “Pao has a huge stake in Indian comics culture.
We want a center, a physical space, where we can have an archive, a reading room, and a studio.
That was always part of the plan, to have institutional support and to go do workshops around the
country.” Before these plans for investing in Indian comics culture, though, the various members
of Pao came together as individual comics creators. In particular, as Kumar pointed out in the
above, early article on Pao, they were brought together by an understanding of the urgent need
for a platform or other organized setup to promote comics stories and culture (Majumdar 2009).
The eldest member, having published one of the first long-form comics in India in 1994,
is Orijit Sen. Having trained at the National Institute of Design in 1987, Sen has exhibited at the
Victoria and Albert Museum in London, at other venues in Russia and France, and has worked
on multiple exhibitions and other projects. Along the way, he has worked as a graphic designer,
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illustrator, and visual artist. In 1990, Sen and his equally talented and design-oriented wife
Gurpreet Sidhu started the inimitable and socially conscious design house, studio, and shop
People Tree. Sen has the longest tenure in comics, from River through his illustration work for
Trash!: On Ragpicker Children and Recycling (2004) and his work on IMUNG: Manipur Home
Care Handbook, a guide for HIV and AIDS healthcare in that area, as well as single page comics
in India Magazine and a set of short comics for the National Council for Education Research and
Training. He has done work outside the normal expectations for comics creators, including walkthrough mural experience modeled on the reading of comics and other public arts work.2
Unsurprisingly, Sen has a tendency to pull out masterpieces and other work that he has done in
the past, including the cover image for Pao: the Anthology of Comics, which he originally
created in the 1990s (Fig. 2 and 3). He also provides clarity in visual style and feedback – cutting
to the point while framing that point within the soft blow of story, often in the same breath that
he brings a sense of levity and friendly support.
Alongside Sen, perhaps the most well-known member of the Pao Collective is the
charismatic and playful Sarnath Banerjee. As the creator of India’s first self-described graphic
novel and, with Anindya Roy, a partner in one of its earliest publishers, Phantomville, Banerjee
is also the most prolific of Pao’s members. His Corridor: A Graphic Novel (2004) established a
comics shelf in bookstores, while his later Barn Owl’s Wondrous Capers (2007) and The
Harappa Files (2011) challenged the boundaries of the form and established him as a master
comics creator long before Pao: the Anthology (Fig. 4). Banerjee is also a worldly filmmaker,
traveler and storyteller, having earned his MA in Image and Communication from Goldsmiths
College in London after studying Biochemistry at Delhi University. He has also maintained
international connections with other media creators, from participating in the Comica: London
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International Comics Festival, to working with the Asia Europe Foundation in 2007 on the
Lingua Comica project. In addition, he created billboards for the 2012 London Olympics around
“A History of Losers” and has exhibited in venues around the world, from Sao Paolo to Tokyo,
Delhi to Hong Kong, Paris and London (Gravett 2010; Regarding India 2012). Most recently,
Banerjee moved to Berlin, Germany, after his wife, the talented Pakistani artist Bani Abidi, was
offered a one-year fellowship with the German Academic Exchange Service. Due to continuing
tensions between India and Pakistan, Banerjee and Abidi have remained in Berlin, where he
currently creates his most recent work, the “Enchanted Geography” series for The Hindu, in
which he returns to the character of Brighu from Corridor (“Enchanted Geographies” 2013).
Among Pao’s members, Banerjee has the strongest networks in arts and culture, and he brings
his persuasive charms and instinct for vivid storytelling to supporting the other members and
their work.
Historically, Banerjee and political cartoonist, designer, and fellow filmmaker
Vishwajyoti Ghosh originally met Orijit Sen during their college years. While Banerjee
connected with him through their respective comics, Ghosh worked with Sen in the early days of
People Tree, hand-painting and selling t-shirts to supplement his education at a government art
college. Ghosh would go on to earn his MA in Mass Communication from Jamia Millia Islamia
in Delhi and then work at a television company, where he would lose his appetite for
filmmaking. Retreating to work on social communications at an ad agency, Ghosh rediscovered
his passion for comics and, in turn, for filmmaking, too. Afterwards, he spent four months in
France as part of a fellowship, working with Guy Delisle and the satirical newspaper Charlie
Hebdo; this work then led to an exhibition of work inspired by that trip at the French Embassy in
2006 (“Of Comic Strips and Drawings”). In the meantime, Ghosh started work with Inverted
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Commas, a socially conscious communications initiative, in 2004, while also working on a
comics column called “Backlog” in Little Magazine and another called “Acid Test” in Down to
Earth. Ghosh simultaneously maintained involvement in international comics culture, having
attended the Angouleme festival twice, and with contributions to the Indo-Swiss collection,
When Kulbushan Met Stöckli, as well as the anthologies Ctrl.Alt.Shift Unmasks Corruption and
the collection resulting from the Lingua Comica project mentioned above. In 2009, He also
published a collection of postcards, Times New Roman and Countryman, that contrasted images
from popular Hindi films with excerpts from classified advertisements. Having earned a political
cartooning award as a child, Ghosh was hardly new to the medium, but his renewed passion led
to his continuing political cartoon strip, “Full Toss,” in the Hindustan Times, to the publication
of his graphic novel, Delhi Calm, in 2010, and to his work with Pao (Fig. 5). Through all of these
experiences, Ghosh provides a critical yet supportive voice that strengthens the Pao Collective
while grounding their creative work in a larger social context.
The connections between these three would be strengthened by a series of events that
would connect them to creators Amitabh Kumar and Parismita Singh. The events were organized
by the Sarai Center for the Study of Developing Societies and the French Information and
Resource Center between 2007 and 2009. The earliest event, in December of 2007, was Comix/Comics: A Workshop on Comics and Graphic Novels, where participants would “learn
storyboarding and characterization, think about researching comic books, get a crash course in
comic book culture, and get to meet and interact with graphic novelists Sarnath Banerjee and
Parismita Singh” (Sarai CSDS 2007). Both Singh and Banerjee were Sarai fellows, so their
presence is not surprising, and this event was followed by The Comix Workshop, led by Orijit
Sen in January of 2008. The goal of that workshop was to address India’s seeming comics boom,
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as well as questions around how to talk about comics, share knowledge, build a practice and
readership.
For many, including Sen, this series of workshops and presentations was a revelation
because they created a space to talk about comics. As he described to me, “It was a process of
discovering that there are other people around who are doing this, who know about comics. Until
then, I was under the impression that I was probably the only one in the whole country who even
thought about comics.” He describes how having a chance to talk to other comics creators and
fans was something new and inspiring that people wanted to continue. Sen added: “I remember
that we had a conversation at the end of the Sarai workshop about how we should take comics
forward, or what we should do with comics.” As the workshops and presentations came to an
end, Sen, Banerjee, Ghosh, and others all came to recognize that they wanted regular meetings
with like-minded folks to talk about and push forward the comics medium in India.
By that point, comics artist, illustrator, and researcher Parismita Singh had already met
Orijit Sen during a previous presentation at the French Cultural Center. She had also been
working as a research fellow with Sarai CSDS, just as Banerjee had been – as evidenced by their
mutual presence at the Co-mix/Comics Workshop and their individual comics publications in the
Sarai Reader series. Before getting involved in the Pao Collective, Singh attended St. Stephen’s
College in Delhi and produced visual narratives for Tehelka and the Little Magazine. She
pursued fieldwork with children in Assam on problems with educational institutions, an
experience that has inspired her storytelling and influenced her creative process. Her interest in
folklore, storytelling, and young peoples’ experiences would lead to her creation and publication
of Hotel at the End of the World in 2009. Singh would later publish shorter stories in Time Out
and in a weekly comics strip in The Siruvar Malar, which is the supplement of the Dina Malar
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News Paper in Tamil Nadu, while working with Pao (Fig. 6). Most recently, she has been
working on one-page stories with Manta Ray Comics’ The Small Picture, which comes out every
Wednesday in the print and online version of Mint newspaper. Her multiple backgrounds make
Singh a formidable ally and resource for Pao – holding members to deadlines while providing
insightful criticism and support rooted in a love for visual storytelling.
Finally, but neither last nor least among the members of the Pao Collective, Amitabh
Kumar is possibly the most important in the group’s history. As a graduate of the Faculty of Fine
Arts, MSU, Baroda, Kumar joined the Media Lab in Sarai-CSDS, and set out to do his research
on contemporary graphic novels in Delhi by performing interviews with Sen, Banerjee, Ghosh,
and Singh.3 While speaking with each of these creators and others, Kumar noted a general need
for a space where creators could come together for more collaboration and community. Through
organizing the aforementioned workshops, he thus sparked the flint of an idea for a collective, of
which the five most prominent members of Delhi’s comics scene could be a part. Kumar’s
ambition for the medium and his critical awareness of its history in India led to his Raj Comics
for the Hard Headed (2008), wherein Kumar mixes the narrative of a new superhero with a brief,
historical account of Raj Comics. This same critical consciousness led to his continued comics
work with his illustration of Tinker Solder Tap (2009), a short graphic novel written by Bhagwati
Prasad that tells of the transition to television in one Delhi suburb. As a researcher with Sarai
Media Lab, Kumar also created several murals and curated a year-long experimental art space in
Sarai CSDS. He has also worked as a visiting faculty for the Srishti College of Art and Design
and has curated an exhibition in the Zacheta National Gallery in Warsaw, Poland, on top of his
work with Pao (Fig. 7). Over the last year, he has been traveling throughout India, working on a
variety of mural projects, from Bangalore to Mumbai, including his recent show at The Guild in
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the latter city. Through these many routes, Kumar pushes the comics medium forward while
grounding it in a creative community – a goal that unites all five members of the Pao Collective.
Fundamentally, the reason that these five creators came together to form Pao was to
create a platform for comics in India. Yet, the fact that they were able to unite was, partly, a
matter of luck. Parismita Singh described the role of chance to me: “It’s just lucky. Pao is just the
result of the fact that we happened to be at the same place at the same time. And that we’re all
nice people. You don’t think, we’re doing comics, oh my god, we need a community. You
manage. You don’t really need it. But it’s great.” Even as a circumstantial development, Pao
provides a bit of sanity in the chaos of deadlines, getting by, and managing their lives. The five
members’ interests happened to overlap, they happened to be in Delhi, and they all happened to
be up for meeting to do work together while pushing the medium forward. Even as their explicit
goals changed over time. Pao’s mission remained centered on raising the bar for the quality and
expectations for visual storytelling in the comics medium. The fact that they did it together was
an extremely happy accident.

II.

The Meetings

So it was that these five, Orijit Sen, Sarnath Banerjee, Vishwajyoti Ghosh, Parismita Singh, and
Amitabh Kumar, came together in hopes of finding and providing support for comics culture in
India. The first meeting led to another, and another, and another, with a shift in a home base from
Ghosh’s flat in Saket to People Tree’s Hauz Khas Village studio space (Fig. 8). During these
initial days, the goals and aspirations of the Pao Collective shifted and shimmered in their
newness. As already noted, the Pao Collective clearly had very high hopes at the outset,
imagining the anthology alongside a studio space, artist residencies, and more advanced plans for
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the comics community in Delhi, goals that largely have yet to come to fruition. In 2009,
Majumdar noted members’ enthusiasm and their clarity of vision in terms of mentoring other
creators, pointing out ‘peer to peer tutoring’ as one of the Pao Collective’s most important goals.
Similarly, Orijit Sen remembers proposing early on that the collective work to counteract
an industrial approach to comics by tying the practice of comics creation to more traditional
forms of visual storytelling. As Sen describes the experience, “Nothing really came of that
[concept]. The idea of coming, meeting up to do and discuss these and other issues, and forming
a platform for comics, took off from those initial meetings. And then we all agreed to meet at the
first Pao meeting at Vishwa’s house.” While some of these larger goals became less important,
the idea of meeting to work together and working with other, less experienced creators in a kind
of mentorship became more urgent.
Before the Pao Collective could come together to enrich India’s comics culture, though,
they had to establish their own community first.4 The first several meetings of the collective in
2007 through 2009 entailed mainly readings and presentations of each creator’s work to the
others. They would then provide feedback and comments on those stories. As Sen remembered
these first few meetings in conversation with me, he reflected on the positive energy that was
immediately apparent when sharing his work. “So all the four other Paos were sitting with rapt
attention, and they were very kind. They responded very well. That was when I first got the sense
of how interesting and productive a collective like this would be. And I was quite encouraged by
that. At the same time, listening to their responses and comments and then listening to their own
stories and ideas and discussing it was encouraging, too. That whole set of meetings was very
energizing. So, I guess many initiatives start off and don’t go anywhere. But Pao took off after
the first few meetings because we all realized this. It’s really good energy.” This process of
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sharing stories and receiving constructive criticism energized the members of the Pao Collective.
As time passed, it became more and more clear that while happenstance had brought them
together, the Pao Collective was something special.
Even as these early meetings energized the members of the Pao Collective, though, the
problem of a lack of critical awareness of comics loomed heavily upon them in those early days.
In early 2010, Jason Overdorf wrote of the collectives work in an article on the Indian comics
boom in The Global Post. Overdorf pointed out members’ frustration with literary approaches to
comics, quoting Banerjee as stating: “’It’s on the fringe of art and the fringe of literature, which
is great,’ said Banerjee. ‘Who wants to be in art, and who wants to be in literature? The time has
come for the graphic novel to be looked into from outside the parameters of literature and outside
the parameters of art’” (2010). For Banerjee, as the collective’s representative, literature and art
were merely two approaches to comics; rather than defining the form, they should be set aside in
order to allow a strong comics culture to thrive. Yet, Overdorf frames the emergence of Pao as
part of a larger trend toward more serious storytelling, going so far as to label the five members
‘pioneers of the literary graphic novel,’ a repetitive term at best. The author also points out that
Pao is unique because they are taking comics into spaces reserved for theatre and art, through a
then-upcoming gallery exhibition at Mocha Gallery in Delhi in July and August of 2010. What
Pao needed in their readers, though, was not an understanding of comics as literature, art, or their
overlap, but one based on its context and history as an Indian and international medium.
Indeed, most critics initially, and often still, approach Pao and other comics creators’
work as art, literature, or some combination thereof, despite Pao’s explicit push against such an
approach. As Sen argues: “It’s not a genre. It’s a medium. On one level, I don’t have an issue. A
term is just a term. But on another level, when we say graphic novels instead of comics, we
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actually help to disown a whole history that comes with it.” For Sen, and Pao generally, their
visual narratives are only best understood when encountered as comics with a specific context
and history. To do otherwise is to disavow the history of the medium in favor of other, more
acceptable terms and histories.
A critical consciousness like that encouraged through the regular meetings and
interactions of the Pao Collective did and still does seem necessary for the continued growth of
comics culture and readership in India. As Singh points out, “The writing around comics is
essential because you need to have this environment that pushes you to write different stories.
Where do I get the push to do something? To push the story? To push the medium? To really
innovate the form and content and all of that? That comes from the writing around comics.” As a
result of this need for critical awareness of comics, Pao has continually worked against a model
of reception based in literature, art, or that is biased toward graphic novels. Instead, they have
positioned comics as its own medium of visual storytelling. The Pao Collective points to earlier
traditions, to what is unique about Indian comics, and to its history, rather than working toward
its acceptance as literature or as a genre of literary storytelling.5 In this context, their exhibition
of comics-related work at Mocha Gallery in 2010, including a comics jam style piece created at
the opening, represents a shove at the larger arts scene to make space for the growing comics
culture. Similarly, Pao: the Anthology of Comics demonstrates not merely the diversity of
potential comics stories, but the power of a medium independent from any other.

III.

The Anthology

With the collective united around the need for a strong comics culture in India, the members of
Pao turned to the concept of an anthology. A collection of various creators’ works could
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simultaneously increase public awareness of comics and support less experienced creators who
might otherwise struggle. When I met with him in 2010, Amitabh Kumar emphasized the
importance of creating spaces for collaboration to me: “I don’t know if there is a space, which is
what gave birth to Pao, the need and desire for a space [for comics in India]. That is what,
personally, is a motivation: to serve a space like that, in collaboration with other comics artists.”
An important part of what brought Pao’s five members together was a desire for more and a
space for interaction between comics creators. An anthology was thus worth doing for providing
a good opportunity for working with other creators from a variety of backgrounds and different
levels of experience.
Although the lack of other very experienced creators limited the first volume, Parismita
Singh looked hopefully toward the future. As she stated in a recent conversation with me: “In the
future, when we do more anthologies, we should be able to pick up more pieces that we
otherwise wouldn’t be able to. So that you have all kinds, and so that you will be able to use
pieces that otherwise may have struggled a little bit to get into mainstream publishing. The
intention was to open up a space for comics in Delhi and in India; even as the lack of
experienced creators place d a limit on what was possible, the Pao Collective focused on
providing a solid foundation for a future of risk-taking and diversity. Pao’s first anthology was
thus, in its initial form, intended to create more spaces for comics creators to interact and to
make their work more visible to the public.
The submission process was not a standard one of advertising a call for comics,
particularly when they honed the call to focus on stories about contemporary life in Asia. In fact,
it could not be a standard call because of the lack of artists making comics at the time, much less
about contemporary life in South Asia. Accordingly, Pao chose and then contacted a wide variety
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of creators with the call, asking them to submit an application to be part of the Pao anthology.
Vidyun Sabhaney and Shohei Emura, two creators who submitted and published their story,
“Chilka,” in the anthology, described the process as one of receiving an offer to apply and then
submitting an application to do a particular story.
As a result, the submission process entailed proposals ranging in incompleteness: from
partially completed stories like that of Jacob Weinstein and Lakshmi Indrasimhan to other
authors or artists who were in need of collaborators for their story. As Sen recalled the
experience to me: “We were looking at a bunch of stuff from people, many of whom had not
done comics before, who had only just been exposed to comics for the first time. We had gotten
a bunch of submissions from which we made selections. But some of them were not even tested
selections – they just sounded good. Sometimes we put an author and an illustrator together and
said, okay, your story sounds like something that this illustrator would be interested in. For
instance, we were responsible for bringing Pia [Alize Hazarika] and Ambarish [Satwik]
together.” For creators like Hazarika and Satwik, whose “Hindus and Offal” is one of the most
lauded stories in the collection, they found themselves in unexpected, if largely successful,
collaborations. For others, like Sabhaney and Emura, the experience helped to solidify a
partnership, and the two have moved onto the publishing platform Captain Bijli Comics, which
focuses on short-form comics stories. By starting from a submission-by-selection call, the Pao
Collective was able to actively structure India’s comics culture, crafting connections and pushing
for stories that would raise the bar for visual storytelling.
Even as new partnerships were being forged and existing ones strengthened, the core of
Pao remained strong and stable. Each of the five core members remained committed to creating a
platform to push comics forward, even as their individual work gained an increasingly strong
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footing. Sen, Banerjee, Ghosh, Kumar, and Singh each published in the intervening years.
Kumar collaborated with Bhagwati Prasad on Tinker.Solder.Tap while continuing his work with
Sarai and active mural work. Singh completed and published Hotel at the End of the World in
2009, the complex and multilayered story of a young girl, her family, some strangers, and their
hotel in Assam, alongside her continuing research on education in the same region. Meanwhile,
Ghosh began publishing his “Full Toss” in the Hindustan Times and on his blog, Vishwajyoti
Ghosh’s Thought Balloon; in 2010, he also completed and published his own long-form Delhi
Calm, a critical re-envisioning of the 1975 Emergency. In the following year, Banerjee published
his collection of shorter stories, The Harappa Files, which illustrates the struggle for meaning in
contemporary, urban India. Sen, meanwhile, continued his design and other work with People
Tree, while publishing shorter works in magazines and other publications like Himal: South
Asia.
Simultaneously, other anthologies were also finding their footing in India. In 2009,
comics creator and researcher Bharath Murthy organized and edited the first issue of the now
six-volume Comix.India series, which included work by Orijit Sen, as well as fellow Pao
contributors Pia Alize Hazarika and Vidyun Sabhaney. Later, in 2011, a teen and adult comics
company in Mumbai, Level Ten Comics, jump started a monthly collection of stories focused on
‘indigenous content’ called Comics Jump (Adusumilli). Additionally, Blaft Publications then
brought out The Obliterary Journal in 2012, including work by Sen, Kumar, Sabhaney and
Emura, and other big names in India’s comics culture, including the author of one of the earliest
and most lauded long-form comics, Amruta Patil.6 As multiple reviewers noted, what raised Pao:
the Anthology of Comics above previous anthologies was its overall refinement and high quality,
diverse stories. Even among such innovative and excellent anthologies as noted above, Pao’s
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collection seems to have come closest to illustrating the increasing power and potential of the
comics medium in India.7
When I spoke with the members of Pao about the experience of creating the anthology,
they inevitably pointed to the struggle for high quality printing and the overall management of
the many related tasks. The problem is that maintaining a high quality of production requires a
great deal of time, care, and skill. Banerjee spoke with me in 2010 on the many skillsets involved
in creating comics, just in general: “That calibration, that number of skills being brought in – the
skills of a page designer, a writer, an editor. You’re using all those multiple skills and banging
on, again and again, and working really hard to achieve something really little. Like making
pomegranate juice. You put in like 5 pomegranates, and you get just a drop of juice.”
Organizing, collaborating on, mentoring others, editing, designing, and otherwise calibrating a
comics anthology thus requires a lot of work for not as much story, in the end, as an individual
might have been able to create on their own.
However, Pao’s goal was not merely to create great comics narratives or demonstrate
their own mastery of the form, but to create a platform for comics and bring people together
around the medium. In the process, too, the core members of Pao gained experience and skills
necessary for pushing comics forward. As Singh described the process to me in 2013, “Doing an
anthology was a good chance to just put a whole book together and experience the joys and
agonies of doing that. You are working with a larger group of people, and we did a fair share of
editing with the pieces. And negotiating with the publishers. All that was a really great journey.
We learned a lot.” She points out the benefit of her experiences with the different steps in
publishing because any creator gains from understanding how the system works. In this case, not
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only did each member of Pao learn how to publish a book, but they also gained the experience
needed to continue evolving their anthology series into the future.
In particular, the diversity of backgrounds and perspectives among Pao’s core members,
rather than causing conflict, provided a basis upon which they could build relationships,
compromises, and an ever growing network of creators and stories. When I spoke with him in
2010, Banerjee noted that “The Delhi school of graphic novels is extremely divergent and each
work is extremely different from the others. They’re extremely independent.” Rather than being
invested in establishing a particular style or school of work, the Pao Collective was invested in
establishing a community or a culture for comics.
Even as each creator gained experience in creating an exceptional publication, it was the
dynamics within the collective that allowed the process to succeed so well. In particular, Sen
points to this when discussing the importance of collectives more generally: “We were all
coming from different backgrounds, experiences, and had different concerns. So we also realized
through the initial meetings, discussions, and presentations, that that’s the strength of it. The idea
is not to come together to form some united approach or some school of thought or school of
style. Nor to define or put down what exactly defines or communalizes us. Instead, we agree to
disagree. We enjoy the differences and diversity as strengths. I’m happy that throughout, that has
remained the cornerstone of our association.” He describes how the members of Pao value each
other’s differences, arguing that their perseverance is the result of that acceptance. He goes on to
describe how whenever they came to disagreements during the anthology process, each member
would compromise in order to build consensus. It is only through working together and coming
to compromises that they have survived so long. This is not always part of collectives and will be
important to ensuring Pao’s future.
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The Future

In imagining that future, the members of the Pao Collective tend to again emphasize the value of
sharing work and supporting each other. Parismita Singh, in 2013, working alongside other
creators, continues to be energized through feedback, support, witnessing others’ processes, and
sharing experiences. She described the importance of community as follows: “I’ve been sitting
there [with the Pao Collective], and you know that Orijit is working on something. So, you sort
of lean in and take a peak. And Vishwa’s working on his anthology, and you’re sort of excited
about it. Amitabh is working on a project that he comes and shows you. That’s super. And the
fact that you can talk to people about everything from publishers to charcoal pencils.” Their
ability to share and network with each other is thus based on their similarities, as well as the
different backgrounds and perspectives that each brings to the group. That network of friendship
and common experience is central to the future of the Pao Collective, as it comprises them while
helping each to grow separately. Perhaps the greatest lesson learned from the publication of Pao:
the Anthology of Comics was that differences and disagreements are strengths, if only they can
embrace them.
For all involved, the Pao anthology represented an incredibly valuable learning
experience. More accomplished creators like the five core members gained experience with the
steps of publishing an anthology, from editing to layout and the logistics of publication and
marketing. Each of the Pao members pointed out to me the importance of that experience and
emphasized how it would help them to continue to raise the bar for comics in India. According to
Orijit Sen: “The Pao anthology was very different because of the entire process of creating the
anthology, working within Pao but also working with all the others. It meant bringing in all the
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stories and doing our own stories alongside, and putting it all together, editing it. Then,
negotiating with the publisher. Then, pushing the production values. Trying to make sure the
paper was good – fighting with the printer. From the very beginning, it was something that I and
all of us at Pao put together.” As earlier noted, the process of publishing the anthology meant
more work than an individual publication; yet, it also meant an opportunity to strengthen the
Indian comics scene and lighten the creative load a bit. Furthermore, the extra work provided the
Pao Collective with experiences that will help them continue to organize anthologies in the
future.
Less experienced creators, meanwhile, were able to gain different things. For those with a
growing partnership, like Vidyun Sabhaney and Shohei Emura, the anthology represented a
chance to hone their craft. Sabhaney noted in a conversation with me, herself, and Emura, that:
“We sorted out a lot of our issues with space, like how to use space and how to break things up,
because of the Pao anthology. So Mice Will Be Mice [their first short form comic after the Pao
anthology] was definitely easier.” While working on “Chilka” for the anthology, Orijit Sen and
Parismita Singh acted as their mentors and guides, offering continued feedback, advice, and
constructive criticism to the pair of collaborators. Both Sabhaney and Emura found the
experience to be an incredibly valuable one, shaping them into better storytellers while gaining
more experience with publication that would support them in future collaborations (Fig. 9).
Through the anthology, they were able to refine their visual storytelling skills and thus gain
confidence to set out on their own.8
Others, like illustrator Priya Kuriyan, who provided the art for Salil Chaturvedi’s story in
the anthology, “The Pink,” were able to gain a stronger sense of the possibilities the medium
held. As she stated in an interview with me in 2013: “I didn’t know much about comics.
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[Working on “The Pink”] was an education for me. I learned that one can actually write serious
stuff through comics. When you interact with people who live and breathe comics, it is just a
matter of exposure. You learn about so many new things.” For Kuriyan, working on “The Pink”
and Our Toxic World, her book on pollution in contemporary, urban life that was done in
collaboration with writer Aniruddha Sen Gupta, acted as an initiation into the medium.
Afterwards, she has fast become one of the most well-known and recognizably talented comics
illustrators in Delhi, if not India as a whole.9
Yet, even as different creators benefited in different ways from this experience, each also
recognized the time that has passed and the changes that have happened since the Pao Collective
started the anthology. Kuriyan pointed out the four years that had passed between the initial
involvement and the great deal of work that she’d done since completing “The Pink,” as well as
how proud she remains of her work in the Pao anthology. In reflecting on the past several years,
the more experienced core of Pao recognized the value of having formed mentorships with
novice creators. Parismita Singh pointed out that: “I think all of us thought of it as like
mentorships. Because all of us really learned. And we did things that we didn’t know that we
could do before.” Singh points out that it was a beneficial relationship, and, moreover, how such
an experience will help Pao continue to reflect on and change within the current comics culture.
Sen, meanwhile, points out that the culture has changed a great deal since they originally sent out
the call for submissions: “Part of the reason for Pao was to create a platform to showcase new
work. If the first anthology was good, I think the second will be a lot better in terms of sheer
quantity and quality of work. That is what I see as having changed in the past 4 years.” In Sen’s
view, the most obvious development has been both an overall increase in comics creation and in
higher quality stories. Mentorships, then, seem no longer necessary, as creators have matured,
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both with the Pao Collective and alongside them. Their primary goal, though, remains the same:
to create spaces for comics. But the means changes, with a focus on supporting more established
or more innovative creators and stories.
Alongside a future second volume, when I sat in on a Pao Collective meeting this past
February, Singh, Sen, and Ghosh were discussing the potential for a reader. In particular, they
were reviewing ideas exchanged by email and Skype with Kumar in Bangalore and Banerjee in
Berlin (Fig. 10). Together, they had been discussing organizing a volume focused on the five
core Pao creators including longer pieces by each rather than several shorter pieces by a wider
variety of creators. The debate was whether to work in a more easily achievable reader, as only
the five of them would be involved, or the larger enterprise of another anthology involving many
more creators. Even with older, completed works suggested for the reader, including the
potential republication of Sen’s River of Stories, the second anthology remained important. This
is in part because the first anthology helped to raise standards for comics stories, such that the
second volume could require more of contributors and their contributions. The members of Pao
could thus focus, in the future, on riskier stories. Parismita Singh described the situation to me:
“When we do more anthologies, we should be able to pick up more pieces that we otherwise
wouldn’t be able to. So that you have all kinds of stories. And so that you will be able to use
pieces that otherwise might have struggled to get into mainstream publishing.” Continuing the
anthology series remains important because such collections of creators’ stories remain a
powerful way to illustrate the powerful potential and current robustness of India’s comics
culture.
Yet, events remain on the mind of Pao’s members, especially given their roots in the Sara
workshops organized by Kumar. Ghosh, in particular, sees a need for festivals based on his
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experiences working on Restorying: Graphic Narratives from Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh,
an anthology of stories on the continuing resonance of Partition. As he states: “I strongly feel
that graphic novels in India now need a festival. To see what different kinds of works are out
there. To take the work to the public. That’s what we are trying to do with the Partition book: to
have a festival of talks and discussions centered around the book. To get presentations from the
specialists and the experts. To put them on the same pedestal as the creators in the book.
Incorporating scholarly perspectives, something both Sen and Singh have emphasized as
important, would likely help increase public awareness of comics culture. Such events are thus
central to Ghosh’s work. Similarly, when last I spoke with Singh and Sen, both the reader and
another anthology were on the docket, along with an associated comics festival or series of
events, with only the issue of funding preventing them from moving forward.

Redefining PAO for the Future
While in Delhi in February 2013, I attended the Third Annual Comic Con India Awards
Ceremony with the Pao Collective, where they seemed likely to receive the Best Anthology
award, with The Obliterary Journal as their main competition.10 That night, the warmth of
friendship and the sense of a creative community were so strong, I felt lucky just to glimpse it
much less document the uncanny brilliance of the Pao Collective.
Over time, more publishers have stepped into the comics market, more creators have tried
their hands at visual storytelling, and the critical voices have started to speak about the medium
in India as having its own history and context. Even as the Pao Collective adapts to these
changing times, they remain focused on the positive energy found among the core five friends
and fellow artists. As Parismita Singh pointed out when last we spoke in 2013, “We all have our
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own very different art practices, our very different commitments. Early on, we were connected
by two facts: we all lived in Delhi, and we were comics creators. Now, two people don’t even
live in Delhi, and we have to negotiate that. Largely, we were able to get things done because we
were able to meet. So it’ll be interesting to see how things go. We took a break from the
meetings. In August, we did the book release, and we haven’t really done a project together after
the book. And now it’s already been 6 months.” As time passes, the threads connecting
individual members can become loose or even get lost. Singh emphasizes a need to move
forward yet maintain their small community.
At the same time, her fellow Paos remain committed to pushing comics in India to
greater heights. For them, maintain the community seems a given. In a conversation with me in
2010, Amitabh Kumar specifically pointed to Sen as a stable foundation for the collective: “
Now, as Pao has issues of growth, it will get a little tricky. Because we still want to maintain the
core of five, but growth means expansion. So, how does one maintain that? We look to Orijit,
and he will give us the way to do things.” Sen, for his part, is equally concerned with
maintaining the network for creative energy that Pao has become. Yet, when asked what he sees
in the future for the Pao Collective, rather than focus on the potential for things to fall apart, Sen
emphasizes the future opportunities for change. He thus reflects on what is unique about comics
culture in India today: “There are no norms or limitations. And that is a great position to be in,
because then we define the form easily. Nobody is expecting you to make panel by panel
compositions or use this style or that style. So in that sense, I think the situation in India is very
good and very exciting. I already feel it becoming very distinct in an Indian sense. It’s just like
what happened with manga in Japan – it acquired this definitive look, feel, style and storytelling
method. I even see in India that it might be much more diverse even than what happened in
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Japan.” There is thus a freedom in a lack of public awareness, in that it also means a lack of
expectations; As noted earlier, Sen specifically sees a space for challenging even the basics of
comics creation and working to redefine the practice as one involving traditional visual media
and socially engaged storytelling.
Within this freedom engendered by a lack of expectations for what comics can or cannot
necessarily do, many of Pao’s contemporaries note their importance of reworking what is
imaginable. Pao: the Anthology of Comics contributor and co-creator of Captain Bijli Comics,
Vidyun Sabhaney, describes the importance of the collective for creators who are working for
more alternative, rather than mainstream, comics: “The kind of [mainstream] comics you see at
Comic Con India are very different form the kind of comics that Shohei and I make. Or that Pao
makes. The fact that something like Pao exists does encourage a particular kind of comics
practice. If they didn’t exist, I wonder if that kind of comics wouldn’t either.” For other creators
with similar approaches to the medium, Pao provides a precedent for their own and others
storytelling, as well as the benchmark against which they should be judged.
Sen, then, would push the collective to continue raising the bar on Indian comics by
continuing to redefine its excellence. One goal that remains for essential in India is to establish
the medium enough that authors and artists can make a living as comics creators; accordingly,
the Pao Collective’s name, pao, refers to the daily bread that is comics’ role in their lives. They
live for visual storytelling, but they cannot yet live by visual storytelling. For Orijit Sen, Amitabh
Kumar, Parismita Singh, Sarnath Banerjee, and Vishwajyoti Ghosh, the Pao Collective thus
remains a means to challenge Indian comics creators and culture to become something more than
what it is. With Pao: the Anthology of Comics, they may have raised expectations for the quality
of visual storytelling, but they long to redefine the very community surrounding their stories, too.
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In short, the Pao Collective is far from done, and this history is really only the earliest of
histories and a mere introduction to their creativity.
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Fig. 1:
The members of the Pao Collective, from left to right, Vishwajyoti Ghosh (seated with a
microphone), Orijit Sen (in the background), Amitabh Kumar (seated), Parismita Singh (back to
camera, talking with Pao contributor Shohei Emura), and Sarnath Banerjee (standing with
microphone) during the launch of Pao: the Anthology of Comics on September 7 2012 at Max
Mueller Bhavan in New Delhi. Photograph courtesy of Vivek Moktan.
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Fig. 2:
Cover of Pao: the Anthology of Comics by Orijit Sen. In conversation with me, he noted that he
was inspired, in part, by the work of R. Crumb when creating this work in the 1990s.
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Fig. 3:
Excerpt from Orijit Sen’s story, “Hair Burns like Grass” in Pao: the Anthology of Comics, which
is part of a longer work-in-progress inspired by the life and poetry of Kabir, a mystic poet and
saint.
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Fig. 4:
Sarnath Banerjee paints a vivid portrait of life in the pre-liberalized India of the 1980s in his
contribution to Pao: the Anthology of Comics.
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Fig. 5:
As demonstrated by this excerpt from Vishwajyoti Ghosh’s “RSVP” from Pao: the Anthology,
his story brings a critical eye to the contemporary arts scene in urban India, as inspired by the
graphic style of kalighat painting.
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Fig. 6:
In “sleepscapes,” Parismita Singh illustrates a complex and constantly changing landscape as her
contribution to the Pao anthology; here, a mountain rises for the central character, only to reveal
itself to be a television rising above the once-faraway city.
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Fig. 7:
In his contribution to the anthology, “Helmetman in Zamzamabad,” Kumar collaborated with
comics publisher Raj Comics to tell the story of a contemporary hero, Helmetman, who lies in
everyone and yet too often eludes us.
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Fig. 8:
Image of the Pao Collective on the roof of the People Tree studio building in Hauz Khas Village
(left to right: Vishwajyoti Ghosh, Orijit Sen, Parismita Singh, Amitabh Kumar, and Sarnath
Banerjee) from their December 2010 Pao meeting that they invited me to attend. Photograph by
the author.
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Fig. 9:
Shohei Emura and Vidyun Sabhaney at the UnBox Festival in February of 2013, as they worked
on the packets that they were handing out to increase awareness of their then-upcoming
workshop, Image and Word. Like the Pao Collective, Emura and Sabhaney are interested in
establishing a stronger and more supportive comics culture where creators can make a living
from their craft and where comics stories can be more diverse in content, style, length, and
otherwise.
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Fig. 10:
Orijit Sen and Parismita Singh at the People Tree Studio, sitting at Orijit’s desk, with the cover
of Pao: the Anthology of Comics 1 in the background. They had just finished discussing their
plans after the Pao meeting for February of 2013, which I had attended, and during which Sen,
Singh, and Ghosh had discussed developing a second anthology and a reader of core members’
works.
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