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Abstract 

 

Take a short walk with me. I want to tell you a story about looking for stories. In 

the beginning, I didn’t know that that was what I was doing. Like the Fool in the 

Major Arcana, I believe I cheerfully sauntered off the cliff onto thin air. I don’t know 

now if I’m walking on air or if I’ve crash-landed. But there was a journey in between 

all that. And that’s the story I’d like to share with you.  

It begins in a place called Nagaland, an Indian state populated by a tribal 

collective known as the Nagas. They are a group of many tribes whom the government 

of India considers part of the Scheduled Tribes of India. The tales of their respective 

origins are found in tribal myth or lost to time, but their present history makes 

regional, national and international headlines time and again. As a fourth-world 

indigenous cultural group, the Nagas have been ruled, for over fifty years, by 

economic under-development, political corruption, military oppression and the 

insurgency for an independent, mythical Nagalim. This is the Naga story, the only 

story that is newsworthy enough to capture a journalist’s attention.  

But peel that layer, and the next, and we discover other stories, forgotten, 

discarded or disregarded. Others are on the same path of discovery and dissemination 

– writing journal articles and research papers, or linking the Naga tale with those told 

by refugees from Myanmar and other marginal South-east Asian ethnic groups, 

attracting tourists through heritage sites and cultural festivals and bringing out the 

intermittent small ficto-critical novel.  

This thesis, consisting of an exegesis and a graphic novel script, revolves around a 

number of interrelated concerns:  

• the historical, political and cultural life of an Indian minority 

ethnic group known as the Nagas,  

• the question of revitalizing the folktales of the Naga oral tradition 

by adapting them in a graphic novel format,  

• along with its associated concepts of word-image dynamics and 

visual representation,  
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• and a discussion of certain Naga folkloric elements which function 

as motifs in the graphic novel script.  

As the journey unfolds, we will encounter stories and images about the Nagas; 

and these in turn will help us imagine the world (imperfectly created as it may be) 

within the graphic novel script. 

My own effort to tell a Naga story leaps even further ‘left-field’ – an alternative, 

near-futuristic interpretation of an obsolete Ao-Naga myth laid out in a script for a 

proposed graphic novel. Exposing a personal interest in graphic storytelling and 

folktales, the script can be read as a hybrid text in terms of its layout and its narrative 

breaks and jumps. Originally written with an illustrator in mind, the script has evolved 

into a text-only dramatic piece that can be amended for future illustrative purposes. 

The intention was to develop a full-colour, hybrid graphic novel – pages of illustrated 

panels interspersed with prose passages, photographs and collages. Precedents like 

Alan Moore’s Watchmen and Terry Moore’s Strangers in Paradise (which alternate 

panels with mock newspaper article extracts, diary entries or song lyrics), and David 

Mack’s Kabuki series (which juxtaposes photo-realistic collages and manga influences 

within a complex visual narrative) were to serve as guide and inspiration for the 

design of the graphic novel.  

The narrative flows both linearly and non-linearly, evoking the rise and fall of 

memory in flashback sequences, in first-person prose monologues, in the retelling of 

selected folktales, and to an extent, in the characters’ thought captions which are 

similar to dramatic soliloquies or asides. I consider the script a multifaceted structure 

that can be read as a dramatic piece by itself, or as a work-in-progress script for an 

illustrated graphic novel. But as the cultural settings may be unknown to the initial 

readers, the exegesis you now hold in your hands serves as an explanation, a road map 

to navigating your way around, and recognising the local areas and their inhabitants. 
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INTRODUCTION: Pra(X)is marks the spot 
  

 

The bellies are full, the fires banked, the 
children quiet, and, perhaps, the urge to 
mate is satisfied. Then comes the beating of 
the drums and the telling of tales. 
Storytelling is probably man’s first act of 
civilization. No single story, no hundred 
stories, are very important, a fact useful to 
remember when that annoying illusion, the 
ego, tempts us to believe that any one 
storyteller is important. But storytelling 
itself – that is deep within our common 
humanity.  

Dennis O’Neil, The DC Comics Guide to 
Writing Comics, 2001 

 
 

There are some journeys we make that are different from the usual – journeys 

toward a place, away from the past, in search of a tangible thing, or the fulfilment of 

some indefinable yearning. So as all journeys do, the tale of this journey begins in the 

mind of the traveller, an inward seeking of why this journey and its destination take 

such an undeniable hold, and how it may come to fruition in the material world. 

Evoking Stephen Tyler’s explorations of a post-modern ethnography (in Clifford and 

Marcus 1986: 122-140), this journey is shadowed throughout by the issues of 

representation and connection – how to create a discourse about a particular cultural 

group and why we should care that this discourse is happening at all. Motivated by an 
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awareness of an auto-ethnographic sensibility at play amidst the themes of politics and 

folkloristics and a bias towards a visual approach to storytelling, the discourse has 

been arranged to flow through the parallel yet complementary routes of an exegesis 

and a graphic novel script.  

 

The plot for this exegesis revolves around a number of interrelated concerns – the 

historical, political and cultural life of an Indian minority ethnic group known as the 

Nagas, the question of revitalizing the folktales of the Naga oral tradition by adapting 

them in a graphic novel format along with its associated concepts of word-image 

dynamics and visual representation, and a discussion of certain Naga folkloric 

elements which function as motifs in the graphic novel script. The exegesis therefore 

is a narration of the search for stories and for ways of telling stories, documenting an 

expedition through an uneven terrain of fact, fiction, myth and folklore. As the journey 

unfolds, we will encounter stories and images about the Nagas; and these in turn will 

help us imagine the world (imperfectly created as it may be) within the graphic novel 

script.  

 

In terms of what I was seeking, there were some maps (ethnographic texts and 

general fiction, folklore and poetry collections), much hearsay (tribe memory and 

political propaganda), and the faded footprints of the few who, over a century ago, had 

undertaken a similar journey, though for different purposes and needs. With these 

tools in hand, I entered a familiar yet unknown realm of tribal culture and customs, 

folktales and myths, and came face to face with certain conflicts arising from my 

position as both a native insider of this tribal culture, and a critical observer funded by 

an Australian university to produce an academic dissertation tailored to adequate 

international standards. If the average fieldworker or producer of post-modern 

ethnographic texts is a non-native, an outsider, a firang who enters the field prepared 

to learn, take notes, and record the unlearned, un-noted, unrecorded lives of distant 

cultures, and reports back to his cultural peers, sponsors and colleagues, what does a 

native writer, with no significant publications to her name, no ability to speak her 
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native tribal dialects and no deep familiarity with her tribal heritage, have to say that 

will ring any truer than the firang ethnographer’s texts? How did her ethnic 

background become implicated in the politics of the insider-outsider position? What 

authority to speak and observe can she lay claim to? The only things working in her 

favour are the ethnic tags of name, clan, and bloodline she shares with the people 

whose oral tradition plays a pivotal role in the construction of her narrative.  

 

While these concerns have been acknowledged and explored by ethnic researchers 

and academics (Mutua and Swadener 2004), it is no less daunting when we personally, 

physically, emotionally and psychologically encounter them in our own academic 

quests. When a native member of a marginal cultural group distances herself from that 

group and enters a dominant academic culture for the purposes of researching her own 

group, the change in perspective, though common and expected, can still be startling. 

Zora Neale Hurston explains a similar change in perspective in Mules and Men when 

she says of her research into ‘Negro folklore’ that she  

couldn’t see it for wearing it. It was only when I was off in 
college, away from my native surroundings, that I could see 
myself like somebody else and stand off and look at my 
garment. Then I had to have the spyglass of Anthropology 
to look through at that. (Hurston 1978: 3) 

 

Although I have not taken a university course in anthropology, I would hope that 

my everyday experiences have led to a similar re-visioning of my position in the 

cultural spaces that surround me – the local spaces of Nagaland, the mainstream sites of 

Indian perceptions, and the Western research settings in which I am temporarily 

located. However, the fact that there exists in the academic world a greater awareness 

of these issues does not necessarily imply that researchers/academics are any better 

with the balancing act than people outside the academy. 

 

When Michael Fischer states in Ethnicity and the Post-Modern Arts of Memory that 

‘the ethnographer, and the cross-cultural scholar in general often begins with a personal 
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emphatic “dual tracking,” seeking in the other clarification for processes in the self. . .’ 

(in Clifford and Marcus 1986: 199), it becomes increasingly likely that this journey will 

throw up more than its fair share of unexpected complexities and unforseen detours, 

simply because the traveller has already been walking more than one road at a time, 

following different sets of directions created in cultures distinct from one another. 

  

So how did we get here? When did the journey evolve from an initially aimless 

wandering to a growing awareness of maps, routes, crossroads, milestones, fellow 

travellers and multiple destinations? Because, metaphorically speaking, this is a journey 

in the most ancient sense of the term – a journey on foot, mostly alone, slow, beset by 

the whims and rhythms of nature, one in which we carry only what is strictly necessary, 

and no more. Lest I unduly romanticize the notion, let me reminisce upon a journey I 

undertook in the month of December, 2005. This was a trip which played out in ways 

quite different from the above-mentioned metaphorical journey, and which is 

reminiscent in some measure to what Johnson, Chambers, Raghuram and Tincknell tell 

us about ‘research practice’, that it   

…foregrounds the shifting, changing nature of any enquiry, 
its ongoing and dialogic character, as well as the struggle to 
pose questions and listen for answers, to re-pose them, 
adjust method to question, see the method itself exert a 
pressure, stay open to others, as people, “sources”, or texts. 
(Johnson et al 2004: 2) 

 

I was in Nagaland, India, having returned from the Gold Coast to visit my family 

and gather research material. My reasons for this trip were to collect photos and film 

footage of the landscapes, roads, villages and people of the Ao-Naga countryside. 

Somewhere between digital takes, I would also be travelling higher into the hills to the 

Ao-Naga village of Longkhum and call on a man named Ayim Tatar. According to 

many sources, Ayim Tatar was held to be an authority on Ao-Naga history and 

folklore, and enjoyed something of a reputation as Longkhum’s only eccentric 

‘scientist’. I was told that he once placed a television set in front of a cow in order to 

study its reactions. Whether or not that anecdote is true, Ayim Tatar did prove to be a 
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lively old man who was courteous enough to speak with me. However, thanks to the 

following reasons, I cannot say if it was the kind of trip ethnographers would 

recognise as fieldwork. Since I cannot drive a manual car, I had to be driven around by 

somebody. Since my parents worried for my safety as their only daughter, my elder 

brother was volunteered to travel with me. But I couldn’t endure the trip nursing my 

brother’s bouts of clinical depression, so I invited my closest cousin, Arenla, and her 

mother, Aunty Viki, to accompany us.  

 

With all due respect to my companions, I was already burdened with complexities 

before the trip had even begun, some imposed, some unavoidable and some self-

inflicted. I was compelled to limit my fieldwork to less than three days: in early 

December, my mother had fractured both her wrists, rendering her incapable of 

performing basic tasks. As the only daughter, I could not be seen going off on research 

trips while my mother needed a woman’s help in the house. As I was to hear many 

times in December: what a stroke of luck it was my mother had had her accident just 

when I was around to assist her!  

 

Presented with just three days in which to collect my materials, I realised that 

many locations needed to be deleted from my mental list of ‘places to visit’. The bulk 

of the three days would be taken up by all the travelling between places. We piled into 

a black Bolero (then one of the more recent Indian 4WDs on the market) with police 

licence plates (since my father is a policeman) and set off for the neighbouring state of 

Assam, towards the Mariani border, this being the quickest way to that part of the Ao-

Naga countryside which concerned my project.  

 

Once we left the Mariani border police check post, the highway became a narrow, 

twisting coil of crumbling tar and concrete going around hillsides and through small 

villages. Our base camp, so to speak, was the family tea estate in the Tsurang River 

valley, between the Chapvukong and Changkikong hill ranges. The access road to the 
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estate was a dirt track off the highway, laboriously and gradually being cut out of the 

hillsides. Paddy fields and farmlands and jungle areas vie for space in this valley. We 

were fortunate that the monsoons were many months away; otherwise driving in and 

out of the valley would be a dangerous and frustrating mission.  

 

At this stage, still believing that the artist friend in Melbourne would collaborate 

with me on producing a graphic novel as my creative product, I was focused on 

collecting material for my image bank. Harvested rice fields, children playing in the 

green slopes above the highway, close-ups of trickling waterfalls, shots of small 

roadside settlements, pictures of hills and valleys, and so on: taking into account the 

images shot at the Hornbill Festival in the first week of December, I gathered about 

five gigabytes worth of digital photos and footage.  

 

Since the Changki village served as one of the main locations for my fictional 

narrative, I spent the first day of the trip taking pictures of the main points of interest, 

viz, the quiet roadside shops and little inns outside the village, the old jeep-taxis and 

run-down buses, the village gate, the church, the cemetery, and the houses. However, I 

was also under orders from my parents to visit my paternal uncle’s home, and deliver 

Christmas cakes and other gifts of food to the household. Having discharged those 

familial duties, we began the tortuous descent into the Tsurang valley, to rest for the 

night at the estate. 

 

Early next morning, 16
 
December 2005, we crested the summit of the dirt track 

heading for the highway, when we were pulled over by an oncoming car. Its occupants 

turned out to be male cousins from my mother’s side of the family, on their way to 

visit the family farm in the valley below. It seemed to me that I couldn’t take one step 

without bumping into long-lost relatives. But I was in Ao-Naga country, the settled 

homeland of the Ao tribe, a land compact enough that I would encounter my clan’s 

people among its many settlements. Besides, I knew without being told that my 
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parents would have placed calls to relatives and local police outposts, informing them 

to stay alert just in case.  

 

Moving on, we drove past the Changki village gate, travelling in a general south-

easterly direction towards Longkhum village. This would be the longest part of the 

journey, taking us through towns and villages such as Mokokchung and Alijen, to 

name a few. Somewhere along the way, we drove past a work gang cutting boulders 

out of the hillside. Spotting the shiny sunglasses on our faces as we rocked by, one of 

the men expressed his feelings loudly in typical Ao-Naga fashion, ‘Aii-ya-teh!’, as if 

to say that these female strangers seemed to be overdoing things a bit too much for his 

tastes.  

 

There are many small Ao villages scattered around the four generally parallel hill 

ranges of Langbangkong, Asukong, Changkikong and Chapvukong. Narrow country 

roads diverging off the highway lead to those villages. If time had not been at such a 

premium, I would have followed a few of those roads, searching for glimpses of a way 

of life that I am no longer familiar with.  

 

Midday saw us taking a steep hill past Alijen village police battalion headquarters, 

and climbing ever higher until we sighted the perimeters of Longkhum. There was a 

soccer match going on in the public field to our right, red-faced kids waving balloons 

and tiny flags, adults clad in scarlet Ao shawls and blue jeans watching our arrival 

with some curiosity. We kept driving uphill until we reached what was a main 

crossroads – small streets veered off in all directions, and every house looked more or 

less unoccupied. We suspected that most of Longkhum was down near the soccer 

game.  

 

Then we noticed a man bent over his tub of laundry and asked him for directions to 

Ayim Tatar’s home. He called over two little girls and instructed them to lead us there. 
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But the woman who answered the door told us Ayim Tatar was absent that day. 

Disappointed, we left the gifts of food my mother had sent and were walking away 

when the woman called us back and asked me if I was the DGP Changkija’s daughter. 

I said yes, and we were quickly ushered in. She apologised and disclosed that her 

father was home, but he didn’t want his whereabouts known because he did not want 

to be bothered by members of the Naga underground army factions.  

 

My aunt and I were the only ones present at the house that afternoon, my cousin 

and brother having decided to wait in the car. The time was about a quarter past one in 

the day. Eventually, we met the man himself and the following, a transcript of a video-

recorded talk in the Nagamese pidgin, was recorded.  

 

 Figure 1 Ayim Tatar of Longkhum village. December 2005. 
 

      
 

 

Ayim Tatar: Shall I begin? 

  

I: Yes, please begin. 
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AT: Longkhum…is like this; now Longkhum…before 

it was a village, it was all just jungle. When it was only 

jungle, there was once a man from Kurichang named 

Okhibong who wounded a jungle pig. The pig did not die 

on the spot, but it ran off, and Okhibong chased it deep into 

the jungles of Longkhum. Then he found a waterhole in the 

jungle, so he bathed himself, and resumed the chase. This 

was a pattern repeated for another six times, bathing 

himself in six subsequent waterholes, before chasing after 

the pig. The chase finally led up to the highest peak of the 

hill, where today we can see the Ao Students’ Memorial, 

and then down to the jungle on the other side of the hill, 

where the pig finally died.  

After that, Okhibong noticed that the area had a good 

and pleasing aspect, and the idea came to him of creating a 

village on this spot. So he returned to Kurichang with news 

of his discovery and his plans. Now, at that time, there were 

no other Ao villages except for Kurichang, not even the 

Changki village existed then. All the Aos then used to live 

in Kurichang. Thus Longkhum village came to be. But 

Okhibong never saw this new village – he died at 

Kurichang before he could return.  

Thus it is said that a jungle pig led the Aos to this place, 

which is now Longkhum village.  

Now, there is another tale that when all the Aos and all 

Nagas die, they must pass through Longkhum on their way. 

I will show you today the hole in the hillside where the 

dead are said to enter.  
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Also, I will take you to a place that has a group of rocks 

one kilometre long, where you will see the prints and signs 

of ancient people set into the rocks.  

Then, I will show you a place in Longkhum that is 

mentioned in an old story of a dog that chased a deer all the 

way to what became Warumong village. It is an old, long 

story so I shall not recite it now but you shall know it later.  

So, Longkhum is not just an ordinary village. It is a 

village encircled within the protective embrace of God 

himself; and I not only say it, but I will also show you. 

Everything, immediately.  

That will do for now, neh? Thaa-ank you.  

 

In a short while, Mr. Tatar, my aunt and I met up with the rest of our group. We 

were led to what appeared to be a tiny, public park, with scattered trees and clumps of 

marigolds growing off the sides of an uneven, rocky walking path. We followed him 

down this path, with me bringing up the rear with my video camera. Just ahead, split 

bamboo walls from the left and right were built up to the edges of the path. Beyond 

these walls was the one kilometre line of rocks he had mentioned earlier. Trees grew 

in haphazard rows on our right. To our left was a gentle slope filled with dark grey 

rocks, standing out from among the bushes and trees clinging to the hillside.  

 

He pointed out the first small scattered group of flat rocks which he said was 

worshipped by our animist ancestors before the arrival of Christianity. ‘It was said,’ 

he continued, ‘that if you hit them with a rock, water would flow.’ Or did he mean 

rain would fall? Next, he pointed to a dark slab of rock jutting out from the slope 

beneath our feet. It was mostly flat and shaped like a crude rock shelf. ‘Itiben and Jina 

would use this as their sleeping bed.’ Itiben and Jina are the ancient Ao-Naga 
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versions of star-crossed lovers like Romeo and Juliet, or Tristan and Isolde, fleeing 

the wrath of their families, defying all for their love.  

 

I continued to follow him down the track, glad for my sturdy walking shoes which 

kept me balanced on the uneven pile of rocks that masqueraded as a walking path. 

Then he directed our attention to the left, to an upward-rising swell of dark rock. Near 

the top edge was a remarkably foot-like indentation, about half an inch deep, and 

more than two feet in length. Taking off one shoe, he placed his foot near the 

indentation, inviting us to compare and marvel. ‘Look at that! Imagine who could 

have left such a mark in the rock! Who knows from what time or from whom? There 

are more like this all around here.’  

 

Next, he led us to another slab of rock which had the imprints of what appeared to 

be somebody’s buttocks and thighs. ‘Imagine what a heavy man to have left this in 

the rock!’ This rock then sloped down to another about two feet away where he 

pointed out the ancient sitter’s foot and heel, similarly imprinted on the rock. ‘From 

what time, or from which people, no one knows!’  

 

Further down, he showed us a filled-in hole in the ground ringed by flat grey 

rocks. ‘A long time ago, a huge wind, strong enough to uproot trees and houses, a 

huge wind would rise out of this hole. No one knew how or why or when.’  

 

‘Were there angry spirits?’  
 

‘An underground passage?’  
 

‘Who knows?!’ was his reply.  
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Then he called me over to show a fallen slab of rock with three or four holes 

punched clean through the rock. ‘These holes were made by walking sticks from long 

ago.’  

 

‘Was the earth back then very soft?’ I asked.  
 

‘Mmmm…’ he allowed, ‘when the rocks were soft.’  
 

We were now headed towards the bottom of the line of rocks, where we saw the 

split bamboo walls again, and a main, narrow country road, where our driver awaited 

us. Then while my brother and my aunt made their way slowly down the uneven 

steps, I and my cousin raced to keep up with this little hunch-backed gentleman who 

suddenly took a left into the bushes. We clambered after him, down a small, steep 

path, at the bottom of which was a black hole surrounded by weathered rocks.  

 

‘No one knows how deep this hole goes, or where it leads to,’ he told us.  
 

Overhanging trees and bushes had deposited dead leaves and twigs around the 

entrance. The rocks met in a rough series of inverted Vs, in the middle of which was 

the dark entrance to the hole.  

 

Addressing me, he said: ‘Now get inside and see for yourself. And take a picture.’  
 

I asked if there were any snakes in there, and what those blackened things were 

near the entrance. He reassured me there were no snakes, and that what I was seeing 

were the remains of a fire people had made some time ago because it was too dark 

inside. I passed my video camera to Arenla and climbed down.  
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‘Now,’ he said, while I looked up at him and my cousin, ‘now I will say, no one 

knows how deep it goes, or where it leads to; but a long time ago, a dog chased a deer 

down this hole and ended up in Warumong village. That is a tale from our 

forefathers’ time, and now look at Narola standing right there.’ 

 

I stood on uneven rocks, and peered into the darkness, trying to access the sense 

of awe and heritage that Uncle Ayim seemed to want from my reactions. The tunnel 

ran deep into the earth, and the rocks seemed to close in above my head. A cold wind 

seemed to blow in from the tunnel. I would not like getting lost in there.  

 

We walked back up to the main road again, and continued further down it, and 

then down the side of a small hill. By this stage, my aunt and brother had given up 

trying to follow, electing to remain with the driver. The path was narrow, allowing 

perhaps two people to walk abreast. It had been cut out of the hillside, and to our left, 

beyond the line of untidy fern, bushes and scattered rocks was a lazy, undulating 

descent towards the jungles below. In the distance, we could see hill ranges and 

forests tinged by a blue haze.  

 

As he walked ahead, he said, ‘I will show you where the souls of the dead Ao 

people gather. But also, if you come to Longkhum, you must visit three times,’ and he 

held up three fingers, ‘Twice is not enough.’  

 

‘Why must we come back three times?’  
 

‘You must come three times.’  
 

‘Why?’  
 

‘Eh…because it is not right.’  
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Then he turned around and pointed to an adjacent hillside, where three holes were 

gouged into its face, creating as it were a rough impression of a giant skull, or a crazy 

jack-o-lantern effect.  

 

‘That is where the soul goes, according to the old stories. That is why you must 

come to Longkhum three times. There is a bird in there that is the spirit of the dead.’  

 

When I returned home, people told me that in the old days, the Aos believed that 

when someone dies, their soul, atma, enters those caves, because it is a gateway to the 

land of the dead, and as it leaves the caves, it flies out as a bird. In the caves, the souls 

wash and prepare themselves before flying out into the land of the dead. Others 

dismissed the caves as nothing more than communal nests for the local birds. But I 

think the other story was the better one. It has colour. It has ancient significance. As 

for the Longkhum belief about visiting three times, the story was that in some way, 

Longkhum took a hold of your soul, and if you didn’t return, you would not live very 

long without your soul. So you had to make two more visits to reclaim your soul, or 

so the story goes.  

 

The rest of the tour involved a trip to a high lookout where Uncle Ayim stabbed a 

dirty finger at the blue and white horizon in the south, pointing out distant villages 

and towns, names familiar and unknown – Pangti, Okocho, Sunglep, Yangchocho, 

Merapani, Wokha and Kohima – and the shimmering Doyang Lake in the Lotha 

country, part of a local hydro-electric project.  

 

Our last stop was a visit to a once-white, cement and brick tower-like construction 

with a red star at the top. This was the Ao Students’ monument, erected to 

commemorate its golden jubilee as a student union body from 1929 to 1979. Inscribed 

on the wall near the entrance was a list of the twenty-six people, Aos and non-Aos, 



 

 15

who had donated money towards this monument. The tower overlooked the main 

village area, and beside it, past the barbed wire fence, was a tin-roofed house that had 

formerly been the Nagaland Police signal centre. We climbed up the steps, and stood 

on the balcony to gaze at the receding hill ranges and valleys that seemed to encircle 

the village. He rattled off more names – Mezungkong, Mokokchung, Ungma, Sutsu, 

Changki, Mangmetong, Kubza, Chungtia, Kensa – names of various Ao villages and 

towns scattered in the distant hills. ‘And over there, where you can see that column of 

smoke, is Zunheboto. And beyond that, is Helipung, part of the Tuensang district. 

Those mountains over there are part of the Phek area. And over there, you can almost 

just see the Kohima district.’  

 

I began to see what Okhibong might have seen, as he must have stood on this very 

same spot all those millennia ago – a patch of land high above the jungles, with a 

view of the countryside stretching for miles all around, close to the sky and the sun, 

but also close enough to the earth and water for its people to survive.  

 

All too soon, we left the tower and he gave us all bamboo badges depicting a 

smiling mithun (a kind of semi-feral buffalo) with crossed spears; and to me, he 

presented a wooden floor lamp about as tall as I am, created in his own woodcarving 

workshop under the house. The lamp wouldn’t fit into the overloaded Bolero, so he 

asked me to tell my father to alert the commandant of the local police battalion in 

Alijen (or Ao-lichen, ‘the place where the Aos live’) to come pick it up and transport 

it to my home. 

 

As we exited his house to return to the car, he pointed out a group of young men 

sitting and watching one of his apprentices welding a metal plate. I dutifully took a 

few pictures. When we were a few minutes away from his house, he laughingly told 

me they were soldiers of the Isak-Muivah rebel faction and that he was repairing their 

guns for them. He recommended I show those pictures to my father who is currently 
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Director General of Police in the state of Nagaland. On that note, he saw us to the 

Bolero, managed to coax some betel nuts and leaves from my aunt’s depleting hoard, 

tucked that into the fold of his tattered woollen cap and turned away with a friendly, 

dismissive wave.  

 

Driving back to our base camp, we discussed the Longkhum superstition. Where 

did that belief originate? Was it valid to turn around now and enter the village twice, 

just to ensure that our mandatory three trips were inscribed as it were, on the village? 

Would that help us regain our souls, assuming we’d left them behind? But we kept 

driving anyway, and I never did show my father those pictures of the silent, watchful 

rebel soldiers.  

 

I narrate this episode to demonstrate how certain social and cultural forces intrude 

upon the making of my project. As Johnson et al have said, ‘It is because it involves 

others in this way that writing is never just about poetics – it is about politics and 

ethics as well’ (Johnson et al 2004: 82). My independence and objectivity as a 

researcher in Western academia is an illusion, a fictional play in which I have never 

fully participated. Apart from acknowledging the demands of academia, of past works 

and scholars, and of established research systems and theoretical methods, I am, by 

virtue of insider status and my father’s current prominence, required somewhat to 

occupy positions of compromise, delicacy, and even some well-intentioned 

manipulation. In addition, I lacked the time to sit with Ayim Tatar for a longer period 

and continue asking more questions about Ao folklore simply because my companions 

wished to return to the valley before nightfall. I did not begrudge them, though 

inwardly, I chafed a bit on the way back. I knew that once I returned home to my 

invalid mother, I would not have the time to pursue the conversation with Ayim Tatar. 

So this journey yielded sparse fruit in terms of stories.  
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Keeping in mind what Hurston said about research, that it is ‘formalized curiosity. 

It is poking and prying with a purpose. It is a seeking that he who wishes may know 

the cosmic secrets of the world and they that dwell therein’ (Hurston 1984: 174), I 

found myself re-evaluating the tasks I had set for myself:  

 • Why did I choose this project?  

 • What would the exegesis talk about?  

 • In what format could I present the fictional narrative, if the graphic novel 

format proved unsuccessful?  

 • What did I hope to achieve in the end?  

 

I could not answer those questions straight away. In fact, I felt that I had truly lost 

my way. In the beginning, the destination had been so clear: I would take a number of 

Ao-Naga folktales, insert them into a fictional central narrative, and serve up the entire 

story in a reader-friendly graphic novel. My exegesis would consequently work its 

way through the issues of folkloristics, minority literature, tribal culture, comic-book 

theory, word-image relations and creative auto-ethnography. Somewhere in the 

middle, entropy crept in.  

 

And the drawing of my graphic novel worried me. An artist-collaborator had 

passed away. Another made promises he couldn’t keep. A third collaborator hopped 

on, then hopped off, citing personal life problems. I dabbled with graphics programs, 

desperately trying to exert some measure of control over my rapidly disintegrating 

scheme by exploring avenues like digital collage and assemblage. The exegesis 

languished, incomplete and unwritten. The fictional narrative refused to go any 

further. The completed scripts of selected folktales appeared to be nothing more than 

the foolish visions of a deluded never-been. Though I continued to read voraciously, 

the writing eluded me. I could not see the destination anymore. I had overloaded my 

pack, and I could not continue forward under its weight. I hungered for a Joycean 

epiphany. But it would not be so straightforward. I had to return to the beginning and 
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discard what was unnecessary. Once the dust had settled, I was left with a set of 

realistic options.  

 

Previously, the intention was to develop a full-colour, hybrid graphic novel – 

pages of illustrated panels interspersed with prose passages, photographs and collages. 

Precedents like Alan Moore’s Watchmen and Terry Moore’s Strangers in Paradise 

(which alternate panels with prose passages, mock newspaper article extracts, diary 

entries or song lyrics), and David Mack’s Kabuki series (which juxtaposes photo-

realistic collages and manga influences within a complex visual narrative) served as 

guide and inspiration for my original, ambitious design.  

 

As it stands now, the script can be read as a hybrid text (of an already hybrid 

genre) in terms of its layout and its narrative breaks and jumps. Originally written with 

an illustrator in mind, the script has evolved into a text-only dramatic piece that can be 

amended for future illustrative purposes. The narrative flows in both linear and non-

linear streams, evoking the rise and fall of memory through flashback sequences, first-

person prose monologues, the retelling of selected folktales, and to an extent, in the 

characters’ thought captions which are similar to dramatic soliloquies or asides. The 

creative product would not be a fully realised graphic novel, but a completed script 

that would perhaps come to life after the PhD. The exegesis could thus be amended in 

response to that decision. 

  

What is presented in this submission, therefore, may constitute in itself an 

interesting new form – the script for a graphic novel that operates much like a drama 

script for a performance. Just as the reader of a playscript ‘imagines’ a performance on 

stage, here the reader ‘imagines’ a finished artwork. 

 

The search for stories and for ways of narrating them now appeared a more 

feasible project. 
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CHAPTER 1  
 

MAPPING NAGALIM  
 

 

A map can tell me how to find a 
place I have not seen but have often 
imagined. When I get there, 
following the map faithfully, the 
place is not the place of my 
imagination. Maps, growing ever 
more real, are much less true.  

Jeanette Winterson, Sexing the Cherry, 1990 

 

 

An Historical Overview 
 

       The recounting of a journey must begin with an understanding of place, of context 

and perspective. This means situating my quest in the world of its origin, that is, the 

world of the Nagas. One among a number of minority ethnic groups from India’s 

Northeastern region, the Nagas of Nagaland are a Mongoloid group of 16 tribes1 and 20 

                                                 
1 Government of India Census Report 2001. But unofficial figures abound, depending on who 
makes them. (See Nagalim n.d.) 
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sub-tribes inhabiting ‘a long strip of steeply ridged and wild forested country between 

the Brahmaputra valley of Assam and the border of Burma’ [now Myanmar] (Ganguli 

1984: ix). While ‘[e]ach tribe and sub-tribe speaks a different language, [and] all these 

belong to the Tibeto-Burmese group of languages’ (Sahni 2001), the members of 

different tribes today use Hindi, Nagamese2
 and English to communicate with each 

other. 

Before the British colonialist engine of the nineteenth
 
century made its presence 

felt in the Naga Hills, these tribes had lived in relatively isolated hilltop villages, 

practised a mainly slash and burn form of agriculture, engaged in head-hunting 

excursions, and occasionally confronted other villages in small battles or skirmishes. 

Apart from farming, their other activities included hunting, fishing and collecting 

jungle plants. 

Their belief systems have commonly been known to include both animism, and a 

belief in gods who, while not intervening in society, influence ‘…for good or ill the 

natural cyclical flow of fertility’ (Jacobs 1998: 83). The political structures of the 

ancient Naga tribal system were varied, ranging from the democratic yet highly 

individualistic Angamis to the hereditary monarchy of the Konyaks, and structures that 

fell in between these two extremes. To paraphrase Mills (in Bodley 1988: 71), the 

Nagas identified the village, and not the tribe, as the core of their social unit. 

Furthermore, ‘[e]ach village is inhabited by two or more clans, usually occupying each 

its own area’ (in Bodley 1988: 71). As a working norm, clan matters and disputes were 

settled within the clan itself3, while village disputes were placed before the village 

council. Each clan area, or khel, would have had its own morung or in the Ao-Naga 

dialect, ariju (or arju)4, and among the Aos and the Konyaks, there was a greater 

                                                 
2 A pidgin dialect, created by borrowings from the Assamese, Hindi, Bengali and English 
languages. 
 
3 This system continues to the present time. As recently as eight years ago, in the matter of an 
impending divorce, elder male relations of the opposing parties held an official clan meeting to 
state their views on the divorce, and to reinforce the unity of the clan, despite the unfortunate 
development. 
 
4This is a traditional boys’ dormitory where young boys lived from the ages of ten or twelve, and 
were instructed by their male elders in the customs and practices of the tribe. 
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recognition of the morung’s role in village life, ‘…and every man belonging to the 

khel was responsible for the building, upkeep and repairing of the ariju as well as 

other duties…’ (Longkumer 2005: 22). 

An important ritual among most Naga tribes, at both the individual and social level 

in a village context, was the Feast of Merit, a ceremony whereby a rich man gains 

status and the right to wear certain types of cloths and ornaments. He does this by 

performing certain rituals and sacrifices, and by gifting cattle, pigs and rice beer in a 

feast for the entire village. To mark the completion of the Feast, the feast-giver then 

either erects phallic-shaped stone monoliths or Y-shaped posts, or sometimes both. 

Hereafter, he is ‘assured of immortality in the songs of his clan’ (Mills in Bodley 

1988: 80).  

The arts and crafts of the Nagas included (and still do today) spinning and weaving 

cloth (primarily women), dyeing, cloth-painting, bamboo works such as mugs, spoons, 

baskets, shields and crossbows, fish traps, flutes, and accessories like hats, belts and 

combs, pottery (primarily women, and only among a few tribes), wood-carving, log 

drums, some blacksmithing (particularly the Rengma and Angami tribes), headhunting 

trophies and ornaments like earrings, bracelets and necklaces.   

 

  Figure 2 Sample of Naga woman’s basic ornaments. Author’s own photographs. 
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While these communities appear to have preferred the seclusion of their villages, 

Mills discloses that:  

There has always been contact of a kind with foreigners. 
The hills run for many miles along the edges of plains 
inhabited by Indians, and Nagas from the outer ranges have 
frequented the bazaars in the plains from time immemorial. 
… Before his hills were taken over, contact was at the 
option of the Naga; … in the old days, the Naga could go 
down to the bazaars when he wished, but the foreigner 
could not visit the Naga at will; his head would have been 
forfeited had he tried. (in Bodley 1988: 72)  

 

Although in the first few years of the Assam tea industry, the Aos were known to 

target tea workers in headhunting raids, there are historical accounts of friendly 

relations between the Aos and the Ahom (Assamese) kings (Mills 2003: 5, 11), tribal 

lore of a marriage between an Ahom king and a Konyak Naga woman (Jacobs 1998: 

9), and there are folktales that narrate the adventures of Naga men and women who 

ventured down into what were obviously the plains of Assam. Clearly, despite the 

distinct differences in race, culture and religion, a relationship of sorts has existed 

between the hills people and the plains people.  

 

Ethnographic material from or based on the colonial era is replete with 

speculations about the histories and origins of these different communities. Balfour 

notes the ‘marked affinities [of the Naga tribes that] may be traced with cultures 

outside the region and even very far afield’ such as [Tibet] ‘…China, Burma, the 

Indian Archipelago, the Philippines, and even far-distant Melanesia’ (in Mills 2003: 

xx).  As an illustration, based on certain unique practices and artefacts of the Ao-

Nagas, Jacobs suggests pre-historic ties with non-Naga Kacharis, the Miao speakers of 

the Mekong valley who are thought to originate from southeast China, and the 

Austronesians of Oceania and Fiji. But, as he continues, ‘No single people are the 

ancestors of the Nagas, nor did the Naga amalgamation of customs and beliefs arrive 

en bloc’ (Jacobs 1998: 13-14). Mass migration from all directions of the Southeast 

Asian territory and possibly beyond, contact with settled communities, friendly and 
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hostile interactions with neighbouring villages and intercultural borrowings and 

adaptations have effectively made redundant the old anthropological impulse to 

pinpoint an exact, prehistoric beginning for the Nagas. As with the complex, multiple 

realities of the Naga present, so with the Naga past.  

 

According to Kikon, the British Raj took over the Naga Hills with the objective of 

using ‘the tribes on the eastern fringes as a screen [italics added] or buffer, between 

the newly acquired territories 5 and the kingdom of Burma’ (Kikon 2003: 233). 

According to Mills, it was further motivated by the desire to protect the plains (areas 

of commercial and political interests) from headhunting raids. Between 1833 and 

1879, civil administrators and military officers entered the Naga Hills to investigate 

the territory and to consolidate British political authority over the inhabitants. The 

official policy was that of non-interference. The Inner Line Regulation of 1873 to 

forestall conflicts between hills and plains peoples and the 1874 Scheduled District 

Act, when viewed by modern eyes, appear to have sown the seeds for a greater 

isolation of the Nagas from the rest of the world. In 1879, some 6000 Angami 

tribesmen laid siege to Kohima, and killed the first deputy commissioner of the 

Angami area. The British retaliated with punitive might in 1880 in a battle that Naga 

history would call the Battle of Khonoma. After this, however, came the gradual 

pacification of the Naga tribes, and a general transformation of the Nagas under a 

reasonably paternal British administration.  

 

British administrators and ethnographers (circa late 1800s – early 1900s) began 

officially using the term Naga based upon the need to simplify the ‘equitable 

administration of subject races’ (Balfour in Jacobs 1998: 17). Prior to that, British 

colonial encounters were with individual villages, within conditions of what Jacobs 

calls ‘an ethnographic chaos of hundreds…of small villages…somewhat similar to 

                                                 
5 The Treaty of Yandabo in 1826 which marked the end of the Anglo-Burmese War of 1824 
specified that the king of Ava in Burma relinquish all claim over Assam, Cachar, Jaintia and 
Manipur. 
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each other… but different, by no means sharing the same customs, political system, art 

or even language’ (Jacobs 1998: 17). The manifestly rhizomatic nature of the hill 

peoples’ ways of life – scattered villages, diverse beliefs and customs yet similar 

headhunting practices, comparable village institutions and clan divisions but mutually 

unintelligible dialects – was to be gradually replaced by a fixed system of 

classification, at the conclusion of a series of ethnographic studies of the indigenous 

cultures. The term Naga was useful for these feuding, mutually antagonistic hill 

peoples who must be classified, as harmoniously as possible, into fixed tribes for 

administrative ease.  

 

For a people who were once content with an existence that was isolated, 

independent and mobile, dependent mostly on agriculture and hunting, at times brutal 

and hard, but more often monotonous, and relieved by occasional feasting and 

dancing, the impact of Western civilization, by all accounts, deeply affected the social 

and cultural makeup of the Naga psyche. While the British were concerned with the 

expansion and maintenance of the geographic frontiers of their empire, the American 

Baptist missionaries arrived with a sincere desire to ‘improve’, ‘civilize’ and convert 

the mostly naked heathen people. Now that headhunting and tribal warfare was 

officially prohibited in the areas under the administrative control of the British, Indian 

shopkeepers and clerks, Gurkha soldiers, the Assam Rifles, among others, gradually 

penetrated Naga territory. The concept of the coin, as opposed to the old barter system 

of cows, pigs and rice, quickly became popular. The coin also brought in the new 

concepts of wage labour, money lending and taxation. There was an increase in 

prostitution in the two main urban districts of Kohima and Mokokchung, and new 

diseases followed as a result of the interactions between the native women and the 

newcomers. Increasingly, intertribal disputes were being brought to the civil law 

courts, and not the village councils. Some educated Naga men began to find work as 

interpreters and local pastors. The converted Nagas wore western shirts, pants and 

dresses with pride. Naga Christians who still wore the tribal dress to church were more 

likely to be reprimanded by their pious elders than not. Not every Naga wanted to be a 

Christian, and in one Ao village, the conflict was serious enough that a new Ao village 
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called Molungyimsen was established by an American Baptist reverend and his flock 

of converts. Important tribal practices like the morung, the Feast of Merit, animism, 

the construction of stone monoliths and wooden posts, and the body of oral myths and 

tales were steadily diminishing in importance against the determined onslaught of 

missionary activities. This was not helped by the Naga’s growing fascination with 

being an educated Christian who could get a ‘“sitting and eating” job, as the Naga 

describes such posts as clerkships’ (Mills 2003: 422) and thus not work his land 

anymore.  

 

From an anthropological point of view, this transformation was a disaster for the 

local native culture. By the nineteen-thirties, Bodley (1988: 69) says, the Naga 

situation could be seen as a classic example of ‘a controlled experiment in the impact 

of government control on independent tribal people’. Furthermore, Mills and his 

fellow civil administrators regarded with some unease the activities of the American 

missionaries who were directly responsible for dividing villages along religious lines, 

banning traditional songs and dances, and destroying traditionally sacred stones and 

artefacts. In this regard, Mill cheerfully narrates an instance of an early Christian 

encounter with the myth of Lungterok6:  

 

By late 1923, only three of the stones, two male and one 
female, were reported still standing in Chungliyimti. “…the 
biggest (the ‘female’ stone) was knocked down by a 
Christian evangelist who destroyed a small phallus which 
stood in front of it, and was later visited, I am glad to say, 
by a series of well-deserved misfortunes.” (Hutton in Mills 
2003: 6)  

 

But as early as the 1830s, as the British Empire expanded, there was growing 

awareness in Great Britain that colonialism ‘was destroying tribal peoples throughout 

                                                 
6 The myth of Lungterok is an origin myth of the Ao-Naga tribe, which states that the tribe is 
descended from three couples that emerged from six stones and went on to form the three major 
clans of the tribe. 
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the world’ (Bodley 1988: 63) Accordingly, the House of Commons published in the 

years of 1836-37 the Official Report of the Select Committee on Aborigines, which 

contained reports and recommendations on the crisis. Though it was commissioned by 

colonialist masters who viewed with anxiety the loss of native sources of labour and 

the prospect of lengthy military involvement, the report (in Bodley 1988: 63-69) is 

infused with sincerity, and genuine concern for the native subjects. However, whatever 

the precautions and proposals formulated in Great Britain, history has recorded that 

they have been somewhat ineffective.  

 

In the Naga Hills and in the Indian subcontinent as a whole, times were changing. 

Then, at least by the Naga standards of the day, an unusual event occurred. The First 

World War saw 2000 Naga men venturing further than they had ever imagined 

possible. As native subjects of the British Empire, they were part of a volunteer labour 

corps deployed to Europe. After their return, a group of these veterans formed the 

Naga Club in 1919, a decision encouraged by local British administrators. These 

Nagas were Christian government officials and village headmen who were beginning 

to display an emergent understanding of the new political and cultural processes 

affecting their survival as a people. Though the conversion to Christianity and the 

spread of education was a decisive factor in forging a greater sense of unity and 

ethnicity among the various tribes, Jacobs reminds us that  

 

…certain British colonial officers…felt that the 
distinctiveness of Naga culture would be at risk in a united 
India. [And] the crystallization of the “tribes” was itself 
aided, if not created, by British administrators and 
anthropologists, and there was a certain logic in the 
subsequent development of a pan-Naga sense of solidarity 
and ultimately nationhood. (Jacobs 1998: 152)  

 

It was this sense of solidarity that brought about the 1929 memorandum of the 

Naga Club which stated  
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We pray that the British Government will continue to 
safeguard our rights against all encroachments from other 
people who are now more advanced than us by 
withdrawing our country from the reformed scheme and 
placing it directly under its own protection.  

If the British Government, however, want to throw us 
away, we pray that we should not be thrust to the mercy of 
the people [i.e. India] who could never have conquered us 
themselves, and to whom we are never subjected; but to 
leave us alone to determine for ourselves as in ancient 
times. (Jacobs 1998: 151-152)  

 

Volunteering again for the Allied forces in the Second World War, the Nagas 

hoped to be recompensed in the one way that truly mattered to them as a people. But 

the fledgling Indian government, waiting in the wings for the British to take their final 

bow, and wary of encouraging secessionism elsewhere by giving in to the Naga 

demand, refused to consider the issue of independence for the Nagas. The first modern 

political Naga group formed in 1946 out of the District Tribal Council, the Naga 

National Council (hereafter NNC), responded with their Declaration of Independence 

on 14 August 1947, a day before India’s first historic official Independence Day.  

 

Soon after that, relations between the Nagas and the Indian government began to 

deteriorate. The 1947 Hydari Agreement, also known as the Nine Point Agreement, a 

document that essentially recognised Indian authority but also provided for a ten-year 

timeframe during which the Nagas would decide their status for themselves, was 

ignored. Indian officers and policemen began showing up in the hills. A 1950 Naga 

plebiscite for independence was also ignored. There developed political impasses 

between Indian and Naga leaders. In 1953, India’s first Prime Minister, Pandit 

Jawaharlal Nehru invited the Burmese Prime minister U Nu to Kohima and initiated 

the division of Naga-occupied territories between the two countries. This has given 

rise to cases where ‘the international boundary cuts across the house of a Konyak 

Naga chief in [the] Mon district. [His] kitchen falls in Myanmar while his bedroom 

remains in India’ (Kikon 2004: e/n 2). Acts of civil disobedience and non-cooperation 
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followed, which led to the arrest of NNC leaders. A. Phizo, the leader of the NNC, 

found refuge as an exile in London, where today his daughter continues the crusade as 

the hereditary leader of the NNC. Major skirmishes began. A Federal Government of 

Nagaland was declared in 1956, and the ‘underground’ movement for independence 

was officially underway. When statehood was conferred in 1963 and the new state of 

Nagaland came into existence, the reactions were understandably mixed. The NNC 

were opposed to it while the Naga Nationalist Organisation, whose members 

advocated assimilation, used this turning point to establish their political status in 

Nagaland. This marked the beginning of an internal division among the spokespersons 

for the Nagas, which would later create schisms in Naga society in general. One of 

these is ‘tribalism’ which, Baruah says, can be seen in the ‘competition over the share 

of the resources among tribes that come under the Naga rubric’ (Baruah 2005: 179). 

Another observable trend is the fact that ‘…many political players find it profitable to 

continue the insurgency … [and] elected state governments of Nagaland [have used] 

the insurgency to get more resources from New Delhi’ (Baruah 2005: 179).  

 

The history of the Naga independence movement and its consequent political and 

social upheavals has been discussed for decades by both Indian and Naga writers. It is 

not my intention to reiterate every detail of this complicated issue in this brief 

historical overview. Certain aspects of the current phase of the Naga insurgency will 

be discussed at greater length in the upcoming section.  

 

Thus in the concluding paragraph, I wish to add the following brief remarks for the 

enlightenment of the reader unfamiliar with current Naga events. While the Indian 

position on the conflict is usually based on security and developmental concerns, the 

Naga perspective has ranged from gradual political and cultural assimilation, to 

measured moves towards autonomy or to resolute independence. The geo-political 

isolation engendered by British administrative policy and then the Partition7
 ensured 

                                                 
7 In 1947, the sub-continent split into two nations – India and Pakistan. What is now Bangladesh 
was once East Pakistan. Effectively, this rendered the Northeast region a landlocked cul-de-sac 
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that the rest of India and the world would remain largely ignorant of not only the 

Nagas but also the Northeastern peoples. From the 1950s onwards, insurgency and 

counter-insurgency activities have regularly affected the ordinary lives of the Naga 

people, and resulted in the heavy military presence of the Indian Army throughout the 

Nagaland state. Today, the Indo-Naga peace talks centred on regional autonomy could 

be the first tentative step to resolving this conflict. In the meantime, Nagaland is still a 

restricted zone, inaccessible to outsiders without an ILP (Inner Line Permit) for Indian 

visitors or an RAP (Restricted Area Permit) for foreigners, though ordinary Nagas, 

like their headhunting ancestors, have the unrestricted right to travel anywhere in 

India, and if possible, beyond India. Chronic unemployment, drug addiction and an 

increasing AIDS epidemic are some of the recent degradations affecting Naga society. 

Despite the current ceasefire, many of Nagaland’s rural and semi-urban centres usually 

close early, a reflexive act conditioned by years of army and police curfews. The 

predictable deficiencies of a fourth world existence are apparent – frequent electrical 

blackouts, inadequate water supply systems, no viable economic activity worth 

mentioning, public works projects are launched with fanfare and ceremony only to 

languish when the funds mysteriously disappear, agriculture is still the major source of 

livelihood for many, unreliable telecommunications systems (the cellular phone 

service industry has recently arrived, competing with the government-run services), 

and public sanitation measures still leave much to be desired. There is a growing class 

system, which is further complicated by the politics of tribalism. To the average 

Indian, Nagaland, if he considers it at all – and the Northeast in general, excepting 

Assam which some regard as the last civilised post before the wilderness begins – is 

still the land of an unruly tribal people who are economically backward and culturally 

quaint. 

                                                                                                                                                 
and deprived it of its former markets, transit routes and seaport of Chittagong. (See Verghese, 
1996). 
 



 

 30

 

The Naga Problem  
 

Since the early eighties, the insurgency group, the National Socialist Council of 

Nagaland, a factional offshoot of the NNC, has continued Naga resistance to Indian 

authority in the main. In 1988, the group split further into two factions, the National 

Socialist Council of Nagalim-IsakMuivah 8
 (hereafter NSCN-IM) and the National 

Socialist Council of Nagaland-Khaplang 9 (hereafter NSCN-K). Relations between 

these two factions have never been peaceful, and the divisions along tribal lines have 

created even more reasons to maintain the feud: the NSCN-IM leaders are from the 

Sumi and Tangkhul tribes (though certain sections of Nagaland Nagas do not consider 

the Tangkhuls who live in the Indian state of Manipur to be Nagas), while the NSCN-

K leaders are from the Myanmar Naga tribes, and command support from a section of 

the Ao tribe, as well as other tribes in Nagaland and in the border areas of Myanmar. 

Their objectives are fundamentally the same: to establish a Greater Nagaland, or 

‘Nagalim’ or the People’s Republic of Nagaland (South Asia Terrorism Portal, 2001a). 

However, it is the more powerful NSCN-IM who is responsible for publicizing their 

struggle in international Western forums, and for thus energizing the Indian 

government to review the Naga demand for independence.  

Yet in the many peace talks between the NSCN-IM leaders and Indian officials, 

the same history of stalemate and conflicting positions is apparent, since the politics of 

recognition is ‘complicated by the territorial politics’ (Baruah 2005: 100) of the 

Northeastern region. On many levels, much of the Northeast has always been a foreign 

country to mainland Indians. Its cultural and historical connections with other tribal 

communities in Southeast Asia have always been stronger than its political ties to 

                                                 
8 A faction of the separatist group, the National Socialist Council of Nagaland, led by Isak Chisi 
Swu and Thuingaleng Muivah, presently renamed as the National Socialist Council of Nagalim, a 
naming that reflects the ideology of a ‘homeland’ that includes not only the Nagaland state, but 
also the contested Naga-occupied tracts outside Nagaland. 
 
9 The NSCN-K is named after S.S. Khaplang, the leader of this rival insurgency group. 
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India.10 Therefore, Sanjib Baruah’s Durable Disorder (2005), one of the most recent 

commentaries on the political complexities of the entire Northeast region, attempts, 

among other things, to clarify the confusing myriad ethnoscapes that are the arena for 

ethnically-driven conflicts for ‘liberation’, ‘independence’ or ‘autonomy’. Baruah 

clarifies the term Northeast India as a ‘generic locational place-[name]…attractive to 

political engineers because [it evokes] no historical memory or collective 

consciousness’ (Baruah 2005: 4-5). But at the grassroots level, we find the irrefutable 

realities of ethnic differences that pay no heed to the ‘cosmetic federal regional order’ 

(Baruah 2005: 5). Going by the latest statistics (South Asia Terrorism Portal, 2007), 

Assam has 36 extremist/insurgent groups, of which twelve are currently active, 

Manipur has 39, of which 11 are currently active, Meghalaya has 3 active groups out 

of 4, Nagaland has 2 active groups out of 3 and shares the NSCN-IM with Manipur, 

Mizoram has 2 active groups, Tripura has 30 groups, of which 4 are currently active, 

and Arunachal Pradesh has 1 active group. Most of these groups are ‘mobilized along 

ethnic lines’ though some extremist groups ‘have a civic national project and seek to 

cultivate a multiethnic support base’ (Baruah 2005: 6). All of these groups have 

adopted the use of insurgency tactics and violence to publicize their agendas of, 

variously, ethnic recognition, autonomy, ethnic purity, or the return of their ethnic 

homelands. Some of these agendas have come into conflict with one another, and led 

to even more desperate, violent clashes over ideological and political legitimacy.  

 

The Naga separatist movement is just one among the many armed conflicts of the 

region. But in my understanding of the matter, what gives this movement a relatively 

greater profile in current national political discussions is its problematic demand for 

territories that now exist within distinct and separate political entities. 

                                                 
10 For example, there is a community in Assam called the Tai Ahom that has long considered 
itself the westernmost branch of the Tai-speaking people of Thailand. (See Saikia 2005) 
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Figure 3 Outline maps of India and the present Nagaland state. 
  

 

Imaginary maps fuel the Naga separatist engine. The figures above are 

cartographic representations of the Naga question, the contested question of an 

‘original’ homeland and the existing reality of the Nagaland state. I took three separate 

outline maps off Google Images – India, Nagaland and ‘Nagalim’ – and filled each 

outline with a red overlay, to contrast with a black background. I wanted to see for 

myself this cartographic picture of Nagaland evolving into ‘Nagalim’. In statistical 

terms, the Indian state of Nagaland covers a physical area of approximately 16, 527 

square kilometres (Government of Nagaland, n.d.): a very small portion of land 

indeed, and which supports a population of less than 2 million people. Opposing the 

actuality of Figure 3, the imaginary ‘Nagalim’ or ‘Greater Nagaland’ (Figures 4 and 5) 

has a substantially larger share of land, re-incorporating areas that (according to 

separatist belief) were once part of the true Naga homeland.  
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Figure 4 Outline map of Nagalim. 

   

Figure 5 The NSCN-IM’s map of Nagalim. (See Northeast/ Nagaland Rebellion 2007) 
    
 

Figure 5, created by the NSCN-IM, is the redrawn map of ‘Nagalim’ – the future 

homeland for all Naga ethnic groups in India and Myanmar. Although such maps are 

potent creations that speak graphically about the aspirations of their makers, it is 
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equally evident that borderlines and territories are problematic aspects of map-making. 

As I worked through these images on Photoshop, I tried to keep in mind how this 

process of digital manipulation, adding land to an imaginary homeland by subtracting 

territory from actual, separate states, corresponded to the political and ethical 

ambiguity of the Naga separatists’ demands. These demands are based on complex, 

subjective interpretations of historical texts and events.  

 

According to the official website of the NSCN-IM:  

 

When one looks at the map of Asia he will find China, 
India and Burma. The Tri-junction is the position of 
Nagalim. Nagas are a distinct ethnical stock of Mongoloid 
race. They migrated to the present Nagalim in two broad 
waves. Originated from Mongolia, according to oral 
traditional history.  

Both the waves passed through western China (Yunan 
Province). The first wave passed through upper Burma and 
occupied the present so-called Arunachal. The second wave 
stayed in Burma and settled down there for a considerable 
length of time. And in course of time moved towards west 
to the present central Nagaland, Manipur, North Cachar 
Hills and Assam.  

(NSCN Online, 2007a)  

Nagaland has always been an independent territory 
adjoining the territories of Assam and Burma.  

(NSCN Online, 2007b).  

In addition to being landlocked Nagaland is sandwiched 
between two big hostile nations - India in the west, Burma 
in the east. Population three millions (3,000,000). Area 
47,000 square miles.  

(NSCN Online, 2007c). 

 

The NSCN-IM claims solidarity with not only the Nagas of Nagaland, but also 

with those tribes recognised as Nagas residing in Myanmar, and the Indian states of 

Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and Manipur. According to one debatable source, quoted 
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verbatim: ‘The Nagas has altogether 77 different tribes, of which 16 tribes in Nagaland 

State, 12 tribes in southern Nagaland (Manipur), one tribe in Assam, 27 tribes in 

Eastern Nagaland (Myanmar), and 21 tribes in Arunachal Pradesh’ (Nagalim, n.d.)  

The widespread persistence of such alternative interpretations of Naga history and 

ethnicity creates an epistemological divide between Indian policy makers and Naga 

separatist guerrillas, a divide that has constantly undermined any ceasefire or peace-

making agreements over the last fifty-odd years of the conflict. One of the separatists’ 

controversial demands in the peace talks with representatives of the Indian 

government was the formation of a Greater Nagaland, which would include the Indian 

state Manipur’s ‘…Naga-dominated districts of Senapati, Ukhrul, Chandel and 

Tamenglong’ (Singh 2003: n.p.). Understandably, the then Chief Minister of Manipur, 

Okram Ibobi Singh emphatically stated that ‘the state will not part with even an inch 

of land for the formation of Greater Nagaland’ (Singh 2003: n.p.). Muivah and Isak 

Swu have responded by maintaining ‘that they are not demanding greater or lesser 

Nagaland; all that they are asking for is to bring all Naga homelands under one unit’ 

(Vinayak 2004: n.p.). It is a common theme for many separatist leaders – ‘What is 

wrong if the Nagas want to live as one people under one entity?’ (Vinayak 2004: n.p.).  

 

That seemingly innocuous question is only the beginning of a complex discourse 

of politics, power, culture and identity that the Nagas must confront with an even 

greater urgency. At stake is our entangled political relationship11 with the aggrieved 

Indian states of Assam, Manipur, Arunachal Pradesh, and potentially with Myanmar. 

                                                 
11 As a measure of the complexity of these territorial demands, we have only to look at the events 
of six years ago. When the 2001 ceasefire extension between the Indian government and the 
NSCN-IM was announced, the jurisdiction of that ceasefire initially included those Naga-
dominated districts of Manipur. This gave rise to violent riots and protests in the Manipur state, 
which also caused an exodus of hundreds of Nagas out of Manipur. Government buildings were 
torched; politicians were attacked by angry protestors; and effigies of the Prime minister, the 
Home minister, and the NSCN-IM leaders were set alight. The Indian government responded by 
limiting the ceasefire to Nagaland, which naturally angered the Naga rebel leaders and their 
support groups in Nagaland. One such group, the Naga Youth Front, took it upon themselves to 
begin an indefinite economic blockade of Manipur. Trucks and buses carrying essential supplies 
and commodities into Manipur always travel along the two national highways leading to that state, 
one from Nagaland, and the other from Assam. But with the Naga anger towards the Indian 
government’s back-pedalling and Manipur’s recent outburst against the ceasefire, about 600 
trucks were stopped, and two were looted and burnt. (See Vinayak, 2001) 
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When we consider the Naga demand for independence and regional autonomy, what is 

at stake here? Is it the preservation of Naga culture and identity? Is it, as Vincanne 

Adams observes about the Tibet-China situation, that ‘[i]n some accounts, cultural 

survival is seen as contingent upon political independence’? (in Inda and Rosaldo 

2002: 384).  What would happen then to the culture of a young nation of ancient 

village communities who now seek autonomy based on the claim of a collective 

political and ethnic identity?  

 

Furthermore, the NSCN-IM and other allied parties such as the tribal Naga Hoho12  

have used the term Naga to lay claim to an ancient ‘one blood, one people, one land’ 

past (Kikon 2004: n.p.). However, Jacobs, Jamir, and the ethnographic accounts of 

Mills (2003), Hutton (2003), Elwin (1961), Haimendorf (1969), and Ganguli (1984) 

point out that the concept of the ‘Naga’ man or woman did not exist before the arrival 

of the British. There is no consensus as to where the term originated, only the 

following speculations:  

 • The Hindi/Assamese ‘nanga’ (meaning ‘naked’) – the naked, savage head 
hunter?  

 • The Burmese ‘naka’ – the hill-man with the pierced-earlobe?  

 • The Sanskrit ‘nag’ (meaning snake) – a theory put forward by Owen and 
Rowney, and subsequently rejected as there is no evidence that the Nagas 
practised snake-worship (Longkumer 2005: 39).  

 

Jacobs thus can only muse that the term is far from indigenous, and ‘is a name used by 

the people of the plains, [and other cultures] rather than by the people of the hills 

themselves’ (Jacobs 1998: 20).  

 

                                                 
12 The Naga Hoho is the apex body of the Naga tribes of Nagaland, Assam, Manipur and 
Arunachal Pradesh, closely affiliated with the NSCN-IM. 
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In light of this argument, the demand for a geographical consolidation of Naga-

occupied lands, aside from its current and inevitable political conflicts, requires that 

the Nagas of Nagaland ask themselves some difficult and uncomfortable questions:  

 • Are the Nagas an ethnic group or an indigenous people?  

 • Do we in truth believe that those tribes living outside Nagaland are fellow 
Naga brethren, and not just minor tribal communities who deem it 
advantageous to claim historical and geographical kinship with the Naga 
majority?  

 • If the Nagas are granted sovereign status, or regional autonomy, do we 
have adequate economic and social support systems to cushion the birth 
pangs of building an independent nation from scratch? It remains to be seen 
how effective are ‘the full range of social institutions and the mechanisms for 
social regulations’ (Kikon 2003: 232) as claimed by those who envision a 
Naga nation.  

 • Have we considered the cultural and social ramifications of integrating into 
this imaginary society, not only the Nagas of the afore-mentioned Indian 
states, but also the Myanmar Nagas, two varied social groups with histories, 
experiences and requirements different from each other and from Nagaland 
Nagas?  

 • What makes a Naga a Naga? 

   

These are difficult questions whose answers cannot be adequately pursued within the 

scope of this chapter or even this exegesis. But to convey a sense of the troublesome 

nature of the construct, Naga, I have put together an amalgam of remarks and 

comments made by Naga friends over the years about their conceptions regarding 

themselves and people from other tribes.  

 

Here is a Sumi, there is an Ao, and over there, by the 
entrance, is an Angami. And that group over there? I think 
they’re Chakhesangs. (Did you know they used to be three 
small tribes before?) Anyway, don’t hang around with the 
Sumi people – they are cunning thieves and have the habit 
of encroaching on other peoples’ lands. The Angamis can 
be violent and proud. Lotha women are very sexy, with 
those nice long legs! The Aos are sneaks and the men are 
hen-pecked. Oh and the Konyaks…in some villages in the 
interior, they still go around wearing nothing but their loin-
cloths and their tattoos. And they used to be big opium 
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addicts. (Well, I hear the British got them hooked onto it 
for some reason; maybe they were worried because the 
Konyaks were good at making their own guns.)  

But we are all Nagas. We are not like the plainspeople 
– we don’t look like them, or speak the same languages 
they do and our histories are not the same.  

 

Thus, Baruah notes that ‘Nagas have developed a strong sense of themselves as a 

collectivity… [which may be explained by constructivist theories of ethno-

nationalism, but which in reality is based on the assumption] that the identities of 

today have been fixed and bounded since time immemorial’ (Baruah 2005: 100). As a 

supplement to the above, the Naga construct in the present time thus appears to 

originate from what Clifford Geertz calls primordial sentiments (Rosaldo 2003: 4). 

These can be explained as the ‘traditional loyalties’ that compete with the demands of 

modern nation-states, loyalties that include ‘language, culture, race, religion, and 

regional identifications’, which, far from being  

date[d] from time immemorial …are a consequence of the 
processes of modernization…[and] are recent creations or 
else older loyalties that have been newly transformed. They 
are constructed to seem natural and, by an ideological 
sleight of hand, appear to date from the ancient past. 
(Rosaldo 2003: 4)  

 

Similar reinforcements of ethnic identity have been observed in the ethnic 

minorities of the Southeast Asian nations of Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines. 

As modern nation-states with varied colonial legacies, their postcolonial 

transformations have involved large-scale political, economic and cultural upheavals. 

Moreover, their drive to create a modern citizenry that subscribes to the ideology of 

nationhood has brought them into a cultural debate with the marginalized ethnic 

groups in their hinterland regions. For example, in the southern Philippines, the Sama 

Muslims have created, within a predominantly Christian nation, a unified ethnic 

identity, consisting of local (Sama), national (Filipino) and transnational (Moro13) 

                                                 
13 ‘…the Spanish term for Muslims…’ (See Patricia Horvatich in Rosaldo 2003: 25-26) 
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elements, a construct that ‘is different from, but not politically opposed to, their 

national identity’ (Horvatich in Rosaldo 2003: 37). This is an instance of a relatively 

peaceful negotiated process of cultural assimilation to ensure the survival of a 

minority ethnic group in a modern nation-state.  

 

Unfortunately, the norm is that when indigenous peoples bargain for rights, 

identity, a voice, or recognition as an autonomous/independent community, it has 

always been an uphill struggle, even after the cessation of armed conflict. The 

indigenous Maya of Guatemala have a record of political, social and cultural 

marginalisation and conflict similar to the Nagas. In the 2003 Report of the Special 

Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of 

Indigenous People, Mission to Guatemala, Stavenhagen observes:  

The present status of the indigenous peoples in Guatemala 
is the result of a long process of colonial subjection of the 
Maya people starting in the sixteenth century, which was 
reinforced during the liberal period in the nineteenth 
century, when a governing class was formed that based its 
power and its privileges on large rural estates and the 
exploitation of indigenous labour, under authoritarian and 
property-based regimes.  

A number of attempts to build a fairer society were 
repeatedly suppressed by force. A military coup in 1954 
which overthrew the democratic regime that had been in 
power since 1944 triggered a cycle of violence that lasted 
almost half a century. During the 1960s, the revolutionary 
movement emerged against the background of a succession 
of military regimes and transitory civilian governments, 
nourishing a domestic armed conflict which continued for 
over 30 years until its formal conclusion with the Peace 
Agreements signed in 1996. (Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2004)  

 

Based on the recommendations in the Report, there is little evidence that the situation 

of the indigenous Maya, and the Xinca and Garifuna peoples, has improved since 

1996. As with the Nagas, racial and ethnic discrimination still frustrate indigenous 
                                                                                                                                                 
 



 

 40

attempts for better job opportunities and political representation; land rights claims 

remain unheard; indigenous access to ancestral sacred sites are obstructed by private 

owners of the lands where the sites are located; there have been violent attacks on 

indigenous activists and international human rights observers; and the indigenous 

people lack faith in the government’s will to implement or uphold any of the 

agreements of 1996. 

 

Despite the present lack of legal effectiveness in the term ‘indigenous’, in the 

current narrative of the Nagas, there has evolved, within the discourse of identity and 

self-representation, the awareness of the sympathetic weight of being categorized as an 

‘indigenous people’. If Jacobs states that ‘[t]oday … Christianity is … an accepted and 

vital part of Naga ethnicity… [which] clearly distinguishes them from whom they 

most want to be distinguished – the Hindu or Moslem Indians’ (Jacobs 1998: 157), 

Niezen clarifies the term ethnicity or ethnic group as ‘analytical concepts, not terms of 

identity’, though he notes that the term ‘indigenous’  

has been taken a step further. It is not only a legal category 
and an analytical concept but also an expression of identity 
… revealing something significant and personal about its 
wearer’s collective attachments. (Niezen 2003: 3)  

 

Mathias Guenther (2006) describes the term ‘indigenous’ as one ‘applied to people 

– and by the people to themselves – who are engaged in an often desperate struggle for 

political rights, for land, for a place and space within a modern nation’s economy and 

society’. Likewise, the NSCN-IM leaders have made the strategic move of situating 

their cause amongst the myriad struggles taking place under the banner of indigenous 

peoples’ rights, such as the struggle for self-representation of the San or Bushmen of 

the Kalahari, the long-standing conflicts over land and natural resources affecting 

indigenous peoples’ in Chile (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights 2004), and the political and social injustices inflicted on Columbia’s 

indigenous peoples’ by guerrillas and paramilitary groups (ibid).  
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The NSCN-IM thus speaks of a 50 year-old war that has claimed the lives of 

approximately 200,000 people in the so-called region of Nagalim. They claim that the 

Indian Army continues to torch villages and kill civilians. They speak of a 

fundamentalist Hindu government’s persecution of a Christian minority. They accuse 

the Myanmar military regime of inflicting the same injustices on the Nagas of eastern 

Nagalim, and of forcing Myanmar Christian Nagas to convert to Buddhism. 

Consequently, the NSCN-IM claims considerable open support from many 

international human rights and Christian organizations sympathetic to the Naga 

cause14
. One of the founders of the Naga International Support Center (NISC), Frans 

Welman, has published Enter the Forbidden Land – The Quest for Nagalim (2005) 

which documents his three failed attempts to obtain permission from the Indian 

government to visit Nagaland. Granted that Welman’s intentions stem from ‘the 

conviction to stand by those indigenous peoples who, due to post-colonial effects, 

have yet to attain their right to self-determination’ (Forbidden Land, n.d.), there is still 

the need for a more thorough consideration of just who is speaking for the Nagas, and 

how those stories are being interpreted.  

 

According to the South Asia Terrorism Portal15, the aims of the NSCN-IM are the 

creation of a Greater Nagaland or Nagalim ‘...based on Mao Tse Tung’s ideology. Its 

manifesto is based on the principle of Socialism for economic development and a 

spiritual outlook – “Nagaland for Christ”’ (South Asia Terrorism Portal, 2001a). Its 

official Manifesto, created in 1980 and revised in 1993, is a well-organised but 
                                                 
14 To name a few, Unrepresented Nations and People’s Organization (UNPO), International 
Peace Council for States, Peoples and Minorities (Kreddha) and the Naga International Support 
centre (NISC) in the Netherlands, Parliamentarians for National Self Determination (PNSD) in the 
UK, Support Group of Indigenous Peoples (KWIA) in Belgium, International Work Group on 
Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) in Denmark, Forum Asia in Thailand, Society for Threatened People 
in Germany, Naga American Council (NAC) in the US, Naga People’s Friendship Network for 
Korea (NPFNK) in South Korea. 
15 The South Asia Terrorism Portal is an online database focused on collecting information and 
research materials on ‘all extremist movements in the region.’ Its goal is to counter ‘the 
progressive distortions regarding, and the international community’s neglect of, the wide range of 
terrorist movements within South Asia, and particularly in India.’ It was established in 2000 by 
K.P.S. Gill, a former Director General of Police for the Indian state of Punjab, and who was highly 
decorated for his successful campaigns against fundamentalist terrorism in that state. (See A 
Profile, South Asia Terrorism Portal, 2001b) 
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platitude-ridden and polemical document about the uniqueness of Naga ethnicity and 

culture (NSCN Online, 2007d). In its various sections, we are guided to consider the 

misdeeds of the Indian Army against Naga civilians, share in the contempt for Indian 

politicians who have unsuccessfully handled the Naga cause, and witness the 

religious outrage against India’s decadent Hindu culture, and the Burmese influence 

in the social and cultural spheres.

 

Allowing for the truth of human rights violations perpetrated by the ignorant (and 

sometimes frightened) Hindu Indian Army soldiers who are sent to Nagaland with pre-

conceived misconceptions and biases, what must also be taken into account are the 

very real stories of the criminal behaviour of the separatists themselves: extortion of 

shopkeepers and traders, seizing private property such as vehicles and livestock, 

threatening Naga doctors and journalists, assassinating Naga politicians and their 

family members, and killing or ‘disappearing’ people for the crime of publicly 

opposing or insulting the separatist cause16. According to the South Asia Terrorism 

Portal profile of the NSCN-IM, the outfit finances itself through drug trafficking from 

Myanmar, extortion, bank robberies, ‘parallel taxation’, training other militant groups 

for a fee, and by generating ‘funds through international mobilization’ (South Asia 
                                                 
16 In the summer of 2000, I experienced what it meant to be at the other end of a separatist’s 
revolver. I had just graduated with a Master’s degree in literature from a Mumbai university, and 
had invited a friend, an Anglo-Indian Mumbai native, to vacation with me in Nagaland. We drove 
up to the Kohima Science College complex and were smoking after a meal at a roadside inn. 
Four people in grey camouflage entered, and one man aggressively asked whose police vehicle 
was parked outside. Turned off by his manners, I asked who wanted to know. The speaker pulled 
out his revolver and said, ‘As the security commander of this area, I want to know.’ He sent the 
police driver away, with a message for my father, (who was then the Deputy Inspector General of 
Police), informing him that my friend and I would not be released until he personally showed up to 
talk on our behalf. This man then had us driven to a remote clearing in the interior jungles and 
proceeded to lecture me on how a Naga woman should behave, how Indian culture had corrupted 
me, and how I set a bad example for all Naga women. This went on till late evening. My father 
never showed up. Instead, he had sent his deputy who listened to the security commander’s 
tirade, calmly endured a brief beating up, and finally agreed with him that yes, some Naga women 
needed to be taught a lesson in humility and proper respect for Naga men. And just like that, we 
were released. The deputy drove us to my father’s office, and I couldn’t help but notice the 
heavily armed police standing at attention outside the building. As soon as we stepped out of the 
car, there was a visible relaxation in their stances. My father sat behind his desk and told us to go 
home and wait for him. When my father arrived, he led me and my shaken friend to the living 
room and said, ‘You know, smoking is very bad for women.’ Then he said that our one-day captor 
was a psychotic guerrilla fighter who was known for stabbing and raping his female victims. We 
had been lucky to get away with a lecture on respecting Naga men. 
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Terrorism Portal, 2001a). With the money thus obtained, it purchases ‘Chinese AK 

rifles, machine guns, mortars and explosives from black markets in South East Asian 

[sic] and Bangladesh’ (ibid). Over the years, it has received assistance in ‘the form of 

arms, finance and intelligence from the US (till 1971) and China (late 1980s). 

Currently, ‘Pakistan’s Inter Services Intelligence (ISI) now provides a large 

component of finance, arms and logistic support to the NSCN-IM’ (ibid). T. Muivah17  

is viewed by many as the real power behind the outfit, while Isak Swu seems to play 

only a ceremonial role, a gesture perhaps towards the Nagaland tribes with their own 

tribalism-based grievances.  

 

In my personal opinion, the NSCN-IM, more than any other past or current rival 

Naga separatist group, and despite its status as a terrorist organization, must be 

acknowledged for its undeniable re-working and re-visioning of Naga identity. Its 

leaders speak with conviction and belief about an original pan-Naga identity, an 

expression which appeals, at a deep fundamental core, to many Nagas conscious of the 

physical, religious and cultural similarities with other Nagas, and their collective 

dissimilarity from the Indian mainstream. When Muivah and Swu returned to 

Nagaland in 2004, after nearly 37 years of self-imposed exile, they were confronted 

with the sight of ‘thousands of Nagas dressed in colourful traditional attire gathered at 

the Dimapur airport to receive them’ (Vinayak 2004, December 14). While this event 

testifies to the increasing number of Naga sympathisers for the separatist leaders and 

their cause, it is by no means indicative of a complete agreement among the Nagas 

themselves with the aims and methods of the NSCN-IM.  

 

                                                 
17 ‘Muivah, a Tangkhul Naga from Manipur’s Ukhrul district, is a legendary figure in the 
underground movements of the north-east. He, as a member of the NNC, the forerunner of the 
NSCN, had trekked to China and back to the hills of Nagaland through one of the toughest 
terrains in the world in the early 1960s to establish links with the Chinese authorities and seek 
their help in liberating the Naga homeland from India’s control’ (See Vinayak 2004, December 8).  
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Regardless of the peace negotiations and the annual ceasefire extensions between 

the separatists and the Indian government, there still exists a largely unacknowledged 

fear psychosis simmering just below the surface reality. Ordinary Nagas in Nagaland 

do not seem to speak as loudly or as prolifically as their separatist brethren. For fear of 

reprisals by the separatist factions, the local newspapers tread a fine line between 

simple reportage and opinionated editorials, sometimes even accepting for publication 

official separatist statements and propaganda, but most of the time, news reporting 

practices in Nagaland remain subject to worries about personal and familial safety. 

The majority of the people are caught between the demands of separatist loyalty and 

the vigilance of the Nagaland Police and its paramilitary wings, and the Indian Army 

divisions of the Border Security Forces and the Assam Rifles Army. In a substantial 

number of reports, the innocent have become casualties in the skirmishes between the 

guerrillas and the army. Over the years, many young people, particularly the poor and 

the educated unemployed, have drifted into the insurgency movement, looking for a 

greater meaning to their lives. But as long as the Indian government continues to 

restrict access to Nagaland, and to hinder neutral observers from exploring the 

everyday realities of ordinary Nagas, those testimonies will gain even greater 

legitimacy in the eyes of Naga sympathisers outside India. It is hoped however that 

recent developments may in the long run serve to counterbalance the effect of such 

narratives. 

 

The Hornbill Festival 
  

The 1997 ceasefire agreement between the government of India and the NSCN-

IM, and the subsequent peace negotiations, appear to have instilled some sense of 

security and calm among the general Naga population. Although there are even now 

reports of random shootings and conflicts, these are usually between the soldiers of the 

competing rebel factions. The fatal October 2004 bomb blasts in Dimapur’s busy 

markets and train station were never proven to be the work of Naga insurgents; though 

a consequence of this tragedy is that it has brought the shadow of world terrorism into 

the Naga world, and the language of politicians and analysts of the Northeastern 
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region have subtly changed terms such as ‘separatists’ into ‘terrorists’. Despite these 

tragedies, tourists have begun trickling in, drawn by reports of peace, headhunting 

tribes, relatively new, unexplored hiking and camping trails and living traditional 

cultures. This is partly due to the fact that  

…in 2001, a year after the [travel] restrictions were relaxed, 618 
Restricted/Protected Area Permits (RAP/PAP) were issued by the state 
and the Union Home Ministry. This number has been steadily growing – 
659 in 2002, 743 in 2003, 1,086 in 2004, and 414 in 2005 till date. 
(Venkatraman 2005: n.p.)  

 

In terms of the global tourist trade, these are negligible statistics, but their significance 

cannot be denied for a people who are used to looking at the world, but have rarely 

had the world take the trouble to look back, and who vitally need to emerge from an 

enforced political and cultural isolation.  

Another inducement for visitors is the unique Hornbill Festival initiated in 2000, 

and held for the first time in December 2003 as part of the Nagaland state 

government’s tourism policy. This annual event is a strategic venture for attracting 

external media and tourists to witness the broadest possible spectrum of traditional 

Naga culture, and by extension, the everyday lives of the Naga people. In 2005, the 

week-long festival took place in December at the Kisama (or Kesama) Naga Heritage 

Village complex, about twelve kilometres away from the state capital, Kohima.  

  

Figure 6 Naga Heritage Village, Kisama. December 2005.  
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The Village complex is a permanent, sprawling collection of sixteen traditional 

tribal houses such as morungs and granaries, built on sloping terraces carved out of the 

hills in the rear. Every house seeks to showcase the most distinctive features, artefacts, 

weapons and foods of the tribe it represents. Yet it hardly needs be stated that we 

cannot assume the culture displayed in these houses to be the original, unchanged 

culture from the past. The notion surely cannot work beyond an aesthetic, theatrical 

plane. 

  

Figure 7 Log Drums. December 2005. 
 

To cite an observable example, the log drums of old were used to alert the village 

of external danger, and announce village council meetings and births and deaths, while 

its rhythms were part of the tribe’s war dances. Today, the drums are sounded for the 

entertainment of wide-eyed Naga children and tourists alike. Notwithstanding the 

constructed nature of the performance, the drumbeats provide a mesmerising 

accompaniment to tribal war chants, and still manage to reach a responsive elemental 

core within the Naga members of the audience, who may never have heard the drums 

until then, but instinctively perhaps, understand the ties between them and the drums. 

 

But even this culturally significant heritage site has become a politically complex 

site of exclusion and marginalisation. The sixteen tribes represented here are those 

officially recognised as such by the state and central governments, a provocative act 

that reaffirms the Indian Constitution’s standpoint on Naga tribes, and that ignores the 

separatist vision of a pan-Naga identity which includes the tribes living in Arunachal 
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Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, and Myanmar. The Tangkhul tribe, to which the NSCN-IM 

leader, Muivah, belongs, is not represented in either the Village site or the festival 

programs. At festival time, armed Naga police and Indian military personnel watch 

from the perimeters as high-ranking officers, state ministers and sundry VIPs come 

and go. There are walking trails on the hills behind the Village, but I was stopped from 

climbing further by a machinegun-wielding teenager in paramilitary fatigues. He 

politely informed me that, for security reasons, nobody could climb those trails until 

the VIPs had made their appearances and departures. The celebration of traditional 

Naga culture and heritage has thus been made subject to extreme political and military 

interests. The same has been reported for the celebration of the Grand Manau festival 

of a people known as the Singphos in neighbouring Arunachal Pradesh and the 

Kachins in China, Myanmar and Thailand. They too have a separatist agenda, which, 

until the ceasefire with Rangoon, was spearheaded by the Kachin Independence 

Organization (Dean 2005: n.p.).  

 

And it is here, in the small, open-air arena at the foot of the complex that the 

Hornbill Festival occurs. The festival is a gathering of cultural performing troupes 

representing, in 2005, about 14 tribes, namely Angami, Ao, Chakhesang, Kachari, 

Khiamniungan, Konyak, Lotha, Phom, Pochury, Rengma, Sangtam, Sumi, 

Yimchunger and Zeliang. The performances range from folk dances, folk songs, 

traditional games and religious rituals to archery, war dances and re-enactments of 

folk tales.  
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Figure 8 Spectators at the Hornbill Festival. December 2005. 
 

Named after the hornbill, a bird that has played a central, mythical role in Naga 

folklore, the festival pays homage to the hornbill in the now-artificial feathers in Naga 

tribal headgear and in the hornbill flags posted around the arena. Traditionally, the 

ancient Nagas revered the hornbill as the ‘King of Birds’ for its distinctive black and 

white feathers, its curving yellow beak and its attributes of courage, splendour and 

dignity; which fact never deterred them from the practical aspect of hunting it for food 

and its decorative feathers, leading to a near-extinction of the local species. At the 

2005 festival, what brought home the significance of the event, both as a celebration of 

Naga cultural heritage and the urgency behind ensuring its survival, were the 

following images:  

  

Figure 9 Hornbill in cage. December 2005. 
 



 

 49

                     

For close friends from Mumbai, an Anglo-Indian wife and her Gujurati Hindu 

husband who had arrived to witness the festival, this was perhaps their first 

comprehensive look at an en masse display of Naga dances and customs. Day One of 

the festival began with what can safely be called an awkward note – as a foretaste of 

the day’s programs, the announcer called every cultural troupe out onto the 

performance ground with these words, as translated from the Nagamese, ‘…whatever 

you’re here to do, do it, for five minutes.’ What ensued was not dignified grandeur, but 

cacophonic, kaleidoscopic chaos as vibrantly-dressed dancers converged from all 

sides, waving shields, daos, leaves, spears, hornbill feathers, singing their songs or 

whooping their war cries in fourteen different dialects that fought for aural legibility 

and collapsed into an incomprehensible din. Into this mix ran over-eager Indian and 

some Western news photographers anxious for close-ups, prompting the announcer to 

politely ask them to leave the dancers alone. It was nonetheless a powerful image with 

which to impress upon first-time visitors the sometimes-bewildering multiethnic 

culture of the Nagas.  

 

 
Figure 10 Tribal dancers. December 2005. 
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Figure 11 Tribal dancers performing with synthetic hornbill feathers. December 2005. 
 

 

 
However, and this is just a personal reflection, there were a few aspects to the 

management of the events that could have been improved upon. The festival itself, 

with its extensive programs of tribal dances and other performances, would perhaps 

benefit if there were a more streamlined approach to the number of those 

performances. While the festival is intended to display as much of the Naga traditional 

heritage as humanly possible, for many spectators, it was a case of visual and mental 

overload, to the point where tribal distinctiveness quickly blurred into a homogenous 

soup of feathers, daos, beads, and so on. There was simply too much going on to 

retrieve anything specific from that melange. Such an observation may remind others 

of the same categorizing impulses that stirred early British Raj administrators into 

locating and placing definite boundaries among the various hill communities. But I am 

not going that far. I only suggest that the festival would have a greater appeal if a 

balanced minimalist approach were applied to the quantity and quality of the 

individual performances. Then, there was this: folk tales were performed at some 

distance from the general audience and closer to the VIP enclosure: one, because the 

microphone leads could not stretch all the way into the centre of the ground; and two, 
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we could only assume that the event organisers were anxious to ensure that the VIPs 

would not miss one word of the folkloric enactments, leaving the spectators in the 

stands to either strain to hear, or mentally wander off. Finally, another thing to 

consider is perhaps a raised platform of some durable concrete in the middle of the 

ground and large enough to accommodate perhaps two groups of dancers at once, 

ensuring that the audience can truly focus on the individual performance itself, and not 

draw back from, or snigger at, the collective chaos of noise and colour. There are some 

performances that suffer a great deal when the general audience cannot hear or see 

clearly the actions and words of the performers.  

 

Figure 12 Close-up of tribal dancers walking off-stage after a performance. December 
2005. 
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On another note, I had the opportunity to observe how the term Naga had once 

again evolved over the recent years to include even more marginalized groups, like the 

Dimasa Kacharis whose ancestors were the medieval Kachari kings who once ruled 

the area where the Nagaland town of Dimapur is presently located. The festival may in 

the years to come prove to be more than just an event to stage a tribal festival, but 

could also be, for those communities who successfully establish their claim to be a 

Naga tribe and thus perform its dances and rituals, a crucial indicator of their 

recognised status and acceptance into this ‘ethnic nation’. Only the passage of time 

will prove just how influential the festival’s cultural objectives will be on the Naga 

community and its desire for a coherent, multi-tribal sense of history and unity.  

 

Figure 13 Tribal dancers watching from the sidelines. December 2005. 
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But apart from creating a platform for the staging and complicating of a politics of 

recognition, I also acknowledge the festival chiefly as a venue for the play of tribal 

memory. Women dance the dance of harvest, their feet shuffling on bare earth; though 

the hornbill feathers they lift up are synthetic, though the dance itself may not be the 

same as it was in ancient times, every step they take and every word of their 

accompanying song is a living tribute to female ancestors who wove the cloth, made 

the clay pots, carried water up the hill, brought in the harvest, and seeded the earth 

again for the next. Men leap in the air, beads and bones and feathers flying, stabbing 

the horizon with their red-tasselled spears, whooping in mock imitation of their male 

forefathers who took enemy heads, built stone pillars to honour mythical origins, 

believed in the spirits they found in nature and the power of fertility of the human 

head, and lived brutally simple lives as warriors, clansmen, hill peoples. In a folkloric 

enactment, tigers are represented by a man dressed in striped polyester and wearing a 

cheap twenty-rupee tiger mask. Still, the little boy standing not far from me is 

frightened and cries for his father as the ‘tiger’ leaps from imaginary bush to 

imaginary bush, roars at the sky and runs forward to attack his prey. The boy claps 

happily when the ‘tiger’ is slain by the ‘brave warrior’, a young man with an 

embarrassed-looking grin who chants his victory over the ‘enemy’ as they all exit, 

stage right. 

 

The Ao-Naga Oral Tradition: A brief survey 
  

In this section, we make our way from the Naga present to the Naga past. The 

following brief survey lays the foundation for our understanding of the oral tradition 

concerns of my creative product. However, the focus is on the oral tradition of the Ao-

Nagas, and not of the other Naga tribes. Thus this is not a complete, definitive account 

of Naga oral tradition in general, but a look at one of its particular categories. While 

this aspect of Ao-Naga culture does not play a dominant role in my graphic novel 

script, its effect is apparent in the use of folklore materials, in the conflicted interplay 

between village tradition and individual change, and in the intimate socio-cultural 

exchanges among the characters in the script. Some of the following sub-sections may 
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not have a direct connection to the cultural landscape of the graphic novel script, but 

they should provide insights that enable the non-Naga reader to understand the 

background out of which the fictional tale has evolved. 

 

They say, in the beginning, that the Ao-Naga tribe once possessed a written 

language. Certain learned scribes recorded this script on a leather parchment. But one 

day, a hungry dog came along and when no one was looking, gobbled up the 

parchment. Having occurred in a time before the existence of other durable, less edible 

forms of recording, preserving and distributing knowledge, this disaster may have 

impressed upon the Ao-Nagas the tragic futility of relying exclusively on such 

methods of safeguarding their traditions. And this is how the Ao-Nagas developed 

their oral tradition – speaking, performing, memorizing, and retelling their story as the 

generations came and went. For the pre-literate Ao-Naga, his/her oral tradition is not 

simply a virtual storehouse of fables, songs, wisdom tales and tribal myths, but a vital 

resource to be consulted on matters relating to ‘the collective history of the people, the 

belief system and all the principles governing [the] community life of the tribe’ (Ao 

1999: 7).  

 

A prominent feature of this oral tradition is the importance it places on the myth of 

Lungterok (literally, six stones), so much so that this myth occupies prime position in 

any formal remembrance of the oral tradition. Ao considers the dissemination of the 

Lungterok myth as the beginning of an Ao-Naga oral tradition, because it narrates the 

origin of the tribe. Six people, three men and three women, appear out of six stones, 

and create the three major Ao-Naga clans. Myth blurs somewhat into historical fact 

with the common consensus that the three clan-fathers established the first Ao village 

at a place called Chungliyimti. The oral tradition then begins expanding into a body of 

political, social and religious laws and principles. The ariju is set up to ensure that the 

boys and young men of the tribe have access to the knowledge contained in this oral 

tradition – history, tribal laws, clan divisions, weapons-handling, hunting, farming, 

fishing, handicrafts, respect for one’s elders and superiors, the proper use of language, 
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folklore and songs, and so on – and will then continue to transmit this learning to a 

younger generation. Ao calls this fairly advanced, pre-migration, body of knowledge 

the ‘Primary Tradition’ (Ao 1999: 10).  

 

When new villages are founded as a result of migration, an adjunct to the Primary 

Tradition comes into being, known as the Secondary Tradition. This tradition includes 

local, village-specific histories, such as ‘which clan was the first to arrive at a 

particular site and could…claim greater land holdings, seniority and prominence in the 

village government’, and which clan could not stake similar claims by virtue of its 

latecomer status, and the histories of inter-village relations regarding ‘land and water 

rights…’ or disputes (Ao 1999: 10). In the early decades of the twentieth
 
century, 

British Raj ethnographers report that such accounts are recited by ‘old men…when the 

whole village is assembled at the great festivals. Many of them are little more than 

lists of the names of givers of feasts and the takers of heads of long ago’ (Mills 2003: 

307). Still, illustrating the flexibility and dynamism of this tradition, the more recent 

experiences of the villages during the twentieth
 
century Naga independence struggle 

have also become part of that oral lore.  

 

Within a village’s oral tradition, we find a body of knowledge that Ao calls the 

Tertiary Tradition, which chronicles the unique history of a clan. According to Ao, this 

tradition is  

exclusive in…that it deals with the origin and history of 
one particular clan only; but…is all-embracing because this 
history can trace the relationship and existence of the clan-
members in all other villages and sometimes in 
neighbouring tribes too… [and] that it nurtures the clan-
lore in the names that are chosen and given to its members, 
so that each name has a special significance for the clan as 
a whole. (Ao 1999: 11) 

 

 

Names  
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As a critical element of the Tertiary Tradition, names contribute to the play of 

memory for the clan or village, through their evocations of ‘legend, myth, clan 

histories’ (Ao 1999: 16) and the achievements of great men or great clans. There are 

historical names of restricted usage derived from past legends and histories. The name 

Lungjakrep is for the exclusive use of the Jamir clan, because it is the name of the 

patriarch of this clan, one of the three men who emerged from the stones at Lungterok. 

For the Changkija clan, the name Poktenba has urgent significance, it being the name 

of a man whose birth heralded the revival of a nearly-extinct clan. In contrast, there 

are modern names which are ‘innovative, commemorative and… [of] unlimited’ usage 

(Ao 1999: 16). Ao mentions two remarkably inventive names created in the twentieth
 

century. To forever enshrine the glory of the Ao-Naga man who was Captain of the 

Indian football team at the 1948 London Olympics, his son was bestowed the name 

Indianuba – ‘one who led India’ (Ao 1999: 20). Another name, Zulutemba (literally, 

‘the end of learning and writing’), is given to a boy whose father, or close relative, has 

attained the highest academic honours possible.  

 

Imbuing names with such cultural and social value leads to certain rules and 

restrictions in terms of usage and also to certain associated superstitions and taboos. 

For example, giving a new-born the same name as a person who is still healthy and 

alive is ‘tantamount to wishing the older person dead’ (Ao 1999: 21) and clan law 

dictates that the new-born’s or younger person’s name be changed. An attempt to give 

a child of one clan the historical name belonging to another clan is seen as treason 

against the history of the tribe itself. Sometimes, names are given to protect the family 

from tragic deaths and evil spirits. Other times, if a child is ill after being named, it is 

assumed that his/her ancestral name is too powerful to carry, and the parents must 

choose a more appropriate name which the child can take on successfully. Then, there 

are the taboos related to the names of people who are branded as variously, barren, 

infertile, criminals, lunatics and of other scandalous repute. These are the unlucky 

names, and it is a foolish, ignorant parent who would consider such names for a child.  
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The Ao-Naga reverence for names, on the whole, ensures that one’s personal 

identity is literally connected to a wider social, cultural and historical network of 

knowledge, endowments and obligations, one more facet of a yet-vigorous Ao-Naga 

oral tradition.  

 

 

Songs  
 

The tendency to pack as much meaning as possible into the fewest number of 

words, which I take to be a healthy characteristic of an oral tradition, is not confined 

only to names, but also finds expression in the tribal songs of the Ao-Nagas. 

Noteworthy features of the Primary and Secondary traditions, these songs traditionally 

conclude a story-telling session in the village, or are sung during feasts and festivals. 

Broadly, the songs can be classified as those sung only on certain occasions, and those 

that are the exclusive property of either men or women. Some types of songs sung by 

men are war songs (nok ken), songs praising clans or other men (niingsang ken), love 

songs (mera ken), and songs of the creation, origin and history of man, tribe and 

village (lipok ken). Jokshishi ken are the songs that both genders sing during tribal 

dances. The songs of women range from those sung only inside female arijus (tsuki 

ken), warding songs against malevolent spirits (mojing araba ken), clan female-history 

songs (ilangtsu ken), disappointed-with-love songs (masemba ken), to spur-of-the-

moment songs in friendly rivalry (toktep ken), baby-carrying lullabies (tanur mesiiziik 

ken), songs of mourning (mangyim ken), and others sung while pounding rice and 

doing housework (Ao 1999: 13).  

 

To the above classifications, we can add the love duets between boys and girls, and 

the traditional songs of mockery and insult tossed between the respective champions 

of villages or clans when they gather on special occasions (Mills 2003: 330). 

Commenting on some of the Ao-Naga songs he has heard, Mills notes that the 

‘language used…is a very obscure and artificial dialect of Mongsen’, and he struggles 

with the translation into English ‘of the excessively condensed original’ owing to the 
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nature of the Ao song, which lacks verbs, and possesses a set of words, each deep with 

a meaning that is ‘implied rather than clearly expressed’ (Mills 2003: 328).  

 

As an illustration, I quote verbatim from Mills (2003: 329) the following two 

versions of a war song sung in festivals. The first is a refined English translation, 

while the second is a literally translated version.  

 

Version 1 
Sing of the men of the Langbang range.  
When the might of the Atu ‘khel’ of Yacham  
Was so great that no one village of the Aos would fight them,  
The great Noktsütongba was born, with the magic swiftness of a 
horse.  
Racing far ahead of the warriors of the village,  
Many a Yacham woman did he make a widow.

 
From the seed of the men whom the marvellous Tamnanungshi 
slew  
Young shoots grew up.  
These in turn the famous Marishiba cut off in their prime,  
And when only a youth himself won all the ornaments of a 
warrior.  

 

Version 2 
O we of the Langbang range,  
With Yacham Atu  
Villages not fighting fear  
Horse miraculous Noktsütongba was born  
Outside the shields of the warriors  
Yacham husbands and wives separated  
Marvellous Tamnanungshi ‘dao’ wound  
From shoots grew  
Famous Marishiba  
A youth full ornaments.  

 

 

Society  
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1. Language groups, the clan, and the khel  

Apart from a few isolated villages with their own sub-dialects, generally, the Ao-

Naga tribe consists, primarily, of the groups that speak the three major dialects of 

Chungli, Mongsen, and Changki. Adding another dimension to these linguistic 

groupings is the further sub-division into clans. Each language group has its own set of 

clans. When Mills conducts research among the Aos between 1917 and 1924, he notes 

that the first two language groups break down into phratries18 of related clans, while 

the Changki language group subdivides directly into clans. Exogamy is still an 

important, strictly observed practice among the three language groups. Even in this 

century, members (originating from related clans of a phratry, or from related phratries 

of the language groups itself) who intermarry remain ostracised from the village, and 

cannot participate in clan or village functions and meetings, and their offspring have 

no legal recognition in the eyes of customary village laws. 

  

Taking their cue from the three patriarchs of the Lungterok myth, the Ao-Nagas 

also identify themselves as members of the three major clans – the Pongener clan, the 

Longkumer clan and the Jamir clan. The minor Ao clans that resulted from 

subsequent migrations and settlements away from Chungliyimti continue to trace their 

origins, in one way or another, back to these major clans. For example, the Changkija 

clan that I belong to is considered to be a younger, later offshoot of the Jamir clan.  

 

With such complicated social groupings, it should come as no surprise that, for the 

Ao-Nagas, the concept of the tribe itself only began taking hold after the arrival of the 

British. The village was then the only cohesive political unit, with its own laws and 

customs, while its clan areas or khels constituted the social unit of the village. Each 

khel had its own clan council but, in all other village matters, would gather to present a 

united front against common threats, or to observe common rites and practices.  

 
                                                 
18 Goldenweiser states that ‘A phratry is a social subdivision of a tribe which is itself further 
subdivided.’ (1916: 356) 
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2. The age-group system  

The management of an Ao-Naga village is influenced by 

two main principles. First the whole village is divided into 
age-groups, to which the various communal duties are 
assigned. Secondly the control of affairs lies with a council, 
whose method of election and tenure of office vary in the 
different language groups. (Mills 2003: 177)  

 

For the men, the age-group system is intimately related to the ariju, or the morung. 

Between the ages of twelve to fourteen, boys are expected to leave their childhood 

home and enter the ariju, where they will spend their formative years in learning the 

Loktiliba, which Ao defines as the ‘way of life of the people’ (Ao 1999: 29). However, 

when their time in the ariju is concluded, they will remain members of their original 

age-group throughout their lives. Much of the learning in the ariju is of practical value 

to the communal life of the village.  

 

Every three years a new group of boys, all born within the same three years, will 

be admitted into the ariju, and this group will be named, variously, azu nozabari (in 

the Changki system), songpur (in the Chungli system), and songyur (in the Mongsen 

system). This is the youngest group of boys, traditionally described as the ‘unripe 

gang’, and every member of this group is treated equally, no matter the wealth, 

poverty or position of their parents. Their duties are of the most menial kind – keeping 

the ariju clean, fetching water and firewood, maintaining the weapons of their elders, 

which thus enables them to understand the basic disciplines underlying communal 

harmony.  

 

It must be observed that, after the first age-group, the ascending age-groups differ 

in some ways according to the customs of the three language groups. There are fewer 

age-groups in the Chungli and Mongsen system, unlike the Changki system. Because 

of such divisions, accounts vary among scholars as to the number of age-groups, and 
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the names assigned to each. Mills identifies four groups for the Chungli and Mongsen 

systems and ten for the Changki system (Mills 2003: 177-179). Ganguli mentions no 

clear language group divisions, and her listing of seven age-groups is apparently based 

on a 1965 interview with an Ao-Naga civil servant. Ao (who is of the Changkija clan) 

expands Mills’ inventory of the Changki system from ten age-groups to twelve age-

groups (Ao 1999: 40-42). 

 

These differing reports, from three different time periods, seem to indicate that 

aspects of the Ao-Naga oral tradition remain in a state of flux, even as their relevance 

to the urbanized Ao-Nagas appears to be in jeopardy. Yet we cannot ignore the 

practicality and stability (within a communal setting like the village) of such a system, 

where, ideally, people mature into adulthood, knowing their place and their peers, and 

understanding both how they contribute to village life and benefit from such social 

conduct.  

  

The age-group system is thus ‘a chronological hierarchy’ (Ao 1999: 40) that 

operates within the ariju which is itself an ‘indigenous educational system’ (Ganguli 

1984: 116). In the twenty-first century Naga world, with its political, cultural and 

social transformations, the age-group system has become an antiquated aspect of a 

declining oral tradition. New generations are brought up in educational settings far 

removed, spatially and culturally, from the traditional systems. The authority and 

learning of village elders have limited importance in terms of how urban Naga society 

now governs itself. However, despite the fact that people may have forgotten the 

names and duties of the age-groups, there still remains an entrenched reverence for the 

elder person (as witnessed in the continuing use of prefixed terms of address) and an 

awareness of the obligations required for communal events like weddings, birthday 

celebrations, funerals, Christian festivals, and clan functions. It may be a while yet 

before complete urbanization erases this reverence and awareness from the collective 

Naga psyche.  
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3. The Putu Menden, or village council  

The village council, or Putu Menden as it is called in the Ao-Naga dialects, is a 

comparatively democratic institution that was first established, according to the oral 

tradition, in the village of Chungliyimti. This is a very different system of governance 

to Naga tribes like the Konyaks who possessed a hereditary monarchy led by a king, 

called an ang.  

 

Clan divisions underlie the basis of council membership. Each clan representative 

should be of sound mind and body, and be ‘trust-worthy, hard-working and responsible. 

No bastards are eligible’ (Ao 1999: 32). The term of the Putu Menden lasts about thirty 

years, and generally councillors can serve only once in that term. Fathers and sons 

together cannot serve in the same council, and women are not allowed to be members.  

 

Ancient beliefs 

With the arrival of Baptist missionaries and Catholic priests, and the widespread 

conversions that ensued, the old religious aspects of the oral tradition have diminished 

in meaning for the everyday life of the Ao-Naga majority. What follows is a rather 

selective summary of the ancient belief system of the Ao-Nagas, concluding with an 

extensive survey of the belief in the tiger-soul, which forms the main theme in my 

graphic novel script. 

 

1. Tsungrems and spirits 

Mills describes the Ao-Naga’s religion as ‘not a moral code… [but]…a system of 

ceremonies…[to appease]…the deities around him who…are ever ready to blight his 

crops and bring illness upon him and his’ (Mills 2003: 215).  These deities, or 

tsungrems as they are termed in the Ao-Naga dialects, were, as Ao tells us, ‘associated 

with mountains, big stones, rivers, forest, etc’ (Ao 1999: 49). To paraphrase Ao, the 

more prominent of the tsungrems are Lijaba, creator of the earth, Longtisungba (also 

known as Aningtsungba or Lata-Zuni Tsungrem), god of the skies, and Meyutsungba, 
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lord of the Land of the Dead, or the god of justice. The lesser tsungrems are Kini 

Tsungrem, the god of the home, Tsuba Tsungrem, god of wells and springs, Tekong 

Tsungrem, mountain god, and Along Tsungrem, god of stone.  

 

Both Ao and Mills make reference to a jungle ghost, which they call, respectively, 

Alonglemla (Ao 1999: 52) or aonglamla (Mills 2003: 223).  This is a longhaired, 

dwarf-like creature with feet pointed backwards, who laughs and screams from her lair 

near places of water in the deep jungles; it is fatal to set your eyes on her. She appears 

to dead women on their way to the Land of the Dead, and if the women are to safely 

continue on their journey, the creature must be tricked into leaving them. 

 

In addition, there is a malevolent breed of tsungrems who inhabit the ‘small 

springs, lakes, lowland, stagnant waters and deserted sites, bamboo groves and deep 

jungles’ (Ao 1999: 51). Of these, the Atsu Tsungrems or Ahlachetla, the water spirits, 

were the most feared, because no human survived an encounter with these spirits. 

Thus, from the treacherous fluidity of water tsungrems, we approach the Ao-Naga 

worship of sacred stones and boulders, whose tsungrems must surely have represented 

a comparatively reassuring aspect for the ancient Ao-Nagas. Certain stones, rocks and 

boulders, monoliths and menhirs were thought to possess supernatural powers, or were 

treated as the receptacles of various protective tsungrems. Sacrifices of pigs and 

roosters were usually offered to selected boulders, along with prayers for fine weather, 

safe fishing or good crops. 

  

2. Soul and the practice of headhunting 

The Ao-Naga belief in the existence of the soul is a rather complex matter. 

Referencing both Ao and Mills again, according to the ancient belief, man possesses a 

personal fate or spirit called a tiya or a tiyar. This tiya is not his soul, but his other-

worldly, sky-living counterpart. Man and his tiya each possess three souls or tanela. 

Thus a man has six male souls, though for a woman, it is five female souls. ‘Every tiya 
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has a name, but only a “medicine-man” can find out what it is” (Mills 2003: 224). Of 

man’s three souls, one is a “celestial mithan [or mithun], one always remains in his 

house, staying behind when he goes out, and one accompanies him whenever he goes 

out” (Mills 2003: 224). A man acquires his tiya and tanela at infancy; his tiya may be 

rich, poor, sick, or healthy, and his fate is thus sealed depending on which kind of tiya 

he acquires. When a man dies, one of his souls is believed to reappear in the form of a 

hawk, occasionally visiting its former home, and eventually flying off into the Land of 

the Dead. 

 

The question of where the soul resides has never been successfully answered. 

Mills says that some Ao-Nagas believed it could be found anywhere in the body, while 

others declared it was in the head. Hutton believes the latter conjecture to be the basis 

of the Naga practice of headhunting:  

The souls of dead men are wanted to fertilize all vegetable 
and animal life, and to add to the general stock of vital 
essence in the village. The soul is located in the head above 
all other parts, and therefore the head at any rate is carried 
back (with the soul in it) to add to the sum of vital essence 
in the head-taker’s village. (Hutton quoted in Mills 2003: 
225, f/n 2) 

 

Other studies of headhunting practices in Southeast Asia have put forth less 

mystical explanations. Renato Rosaldo (1989), in his fieldwork among the Ilongot of 

the Philippines, states that it is grief over the death of a loved one that drives an 

Ilongot man to take heads, as a ritualized form of emotional catharsis. For the Iban 

people of Malaysia, it is perhaps the need for territorial expansion; and for the Huaulu 

of Seram in eastern Indonesia, it is conceivable that sexual politics plays a complex 

role in determining the whys and wherefores of headhunting (Hoskins 1996: 5, 19). In 

recent times, Zou (2005: 76) has explored the subject of headhunting as ‘an 

ambivalent site of discourse where the coloniser/ethnologist can inscribe his/her 

desires…’ and which also served as an arena for ‘the assertion of manhood and 

masculinity for both the colonisers and the colonised’. In spite of these different 
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approaches to understanding the nature of headhunting, we can assume that for the 

ancient Ao-Naga warrior, it was an essential practice that contributed not just to his 

personal glory, but also to the strength and vitality of his village; and when the British 

Raj declared its abolition in the administered areas, Mills (himself an agent of the Raj) 

noted with some concern that ‘Life for the Ao…may be less strained, but it is certainly 

more drab’ (Mills 2003: 209). 

 

3. The belief in the tiger-soul 

Judging from the Ao-Naga belief that man has multiple souls, we can perhaps 

assume that the tiger-soul is a related extension of that belief. Jacobs suggests the 

same when he says: 

There is a soul which is the soul of the person himself, who 
on dying an ordinary death, goes to the land of the dead. It 
is also this soul which may inhabit the body of the leopard 
or tiger. (Jacobs 1998: 85) 

  

Jacobs then draws our attention to the Naga belief ‘in a close connection between 

human beings and the large cats’ (Jacobs 1998: 85). There is also a folktale common 

among many Naga tribes which tells how man, tiger and spirit were once brothers but 

are now separated from each other as a result of mysterious transformations. In all 

probability, the belief in this close connection is a natural effect of the awe and wonder 

that a tiger (or leopard) would inspire in anyone who glimpsed such an animal. 

 

Other Southeast Asian communities have well-developed legends of the tiger, and 

in the following instance, the belief in such legends runs counter to Western rationalist 

sensibilities of the mid twentieth century. Schilling (1957: 65-76) narrates an 

inexplicable episode that occurred in the Palembang district of Indonesia. In this place, 

there is a legend of the ngelmu-gadongan or tigerman, who can be recognized by the 

lack of a groove in the upper lip, and who lives in a village populated by other 

tigermen, tigerwomen and their children. For the most part, the tigermen live as 
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ordinary humans; but when the need arises, they are said to chant a magic formula that 

enables them to switch from human to tiger, and back again. Thus, in this episode, 

Hasim, Schilling’s guide and tracker, goes hunting in the forest and stumbles upon a 

little boy caught in a python’s embrace. Hasim saves the boy, and returns him to his 

parents who, to Hasim’s shock, have no grooves in their upper lips. Schilling takes no 

notice of this incident, until a family of tigers begin showing up every night, 

apparently to protect the house where Schilling and Hasim reside. The petty thieving 

that used to plague the house stops abruptly. Schilling, though not Hasim, develops a 

local reputation as the ‘thuan who had “follower tigers” in his compound’. Eventually, 

a Dutch folklorist arrives to examine this rumour, and insists on shooting a tiger to 

take back as a trophy. Reluctantly, Schilling agrees and installs the scholar in a tree 

platform with a faulty gun. The stakeout ends with the frightened scholar falling out of 

the tree, and the tigers vanishing unhurt into the jungle, never to be seen again. 

  

Undoubtedly, the ancient forest-dwellers, hill-folk and mountain villagers of the 

Asian continent developed a fascination and reverence for the tiger, elevating the 

elusive animal from mere predator (or man-eater) to variously, king of animals, 

protector of the forests, erstwhile companion to humans, and familiar of medicine men 

and shamans. Ao offers a tentative account for this elevated status, based on an ancient 

Ao-Naga myth which says that 

…in the beginning of the earth there was no distinction 
between light and darkness and that men and animals lived 
together in perfect understanding and harmony…[thus the 
spread of] tales of girls being “married” to tigers and lovely 
maidens having trees as lovers. (Ao 1999: 65-66) 

 

She interprets such tales as originating from the belief ‘that the human soul can 

reside in forms other than the human…’ (Ao 1999: 66). This is perhaps similar to the 

traditional beliefs of Native North Americans and the Inuit, which ‘describe an early 

period when all animals and humans lived in the same community, speaking the same 

language, frequently changing appearance, and intermarrying’ (Willis 2006: 31). In 

other areas, such as Mesoamerica, West Africa and South America, there exist (or 



 

 67

once existed) variations on the idea of ‘a mystical co-existence with an animal 

“double” or nahual’ (Willis 2006: 31). Within the ancient Naga community, that co-

existence appears to surface in the form of possession, where a man who is reputedly a 

tiger-man is said to behave, react, feel and think like the animal in question. Jacobs 

illustrates this by talking about a Sangtam were-leopard whose experiences were 

reported in 1947 by W.G. Archer: 

My soul does not live in my body. It lives in the leopard. It 
is not in me now. It visits me in sleep. I meet it in dreams. 
Then I know what is [sic] has been doing… If anything 
happened to my leopard in the day, my soul would come 
and tell me. I would get the same wounds. (Jacobs 1998: 
85-86) 

 

Accordingly, Valmik Thapar observes that the spiritual relationship between man 

and tiger comes ‘from close contact between humans and animals and from a belief 

that however different humans and animals are, they have similar souls’ (Thapar 2002: 

4). He mentions that in many Asian cultures, tigers  

…were frequently and commonly associated with soul 
transfers…and even where tigers killed and ate man, people 
believed that the soul of the person eaten by a tiger 
becomes the soul of the tiger… (Thapar 2002: 4) 

 

In contrast, the Ao-Naga belief of the tiger-soul does not involve soul transfers of the 

kind just mentioned. It is ‘more akin to the concept of a person having more than one 

soul, one of which can reside in an animal’ (Ao 1999: 66). Despite the scepticism of 

colonialists, missionaries, anthropologists, and urbanized Nagas, Ao’s investigations 

into the tiger-soul, as recently as nine years ago, led her to conclude that the belief is 

still spoken of by elderly Ao-Nagas today. Moreover, judging by the current 

resurgence of interest in traditional Naga culture (albeit for the purposes of tourism 

and political manoeuvring), it is likely that once-shunned heathen tribal myths and 

beliefs may be dragged out and inspected for their relevance if any to various tribal 

and political agendas. But that remains a speculation for the moment. 
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To return to the topic at hand, one of the earliest written mentions of the Ao-Naga 

belief in the tiger-soul can be found in Mills’ book (2003 edn.) in the chapter on 

Religion. In the section titled ‘Medicine-men’, Mills recounts several stories of (for 

him) dubious ‘medicine-men’ who claimed to possess a familiar animal in the form of 

a leopard or a tiger. Such is the strength and nature of this bond that the man 

…knows, it is said, the whereabouts of his familiar, and if 
his familiar be wounded injuries appear on corresponding 
parts of the man’s or woman’s body. (Mills 2003: 247) 

 

If the animal is killed, the medicine-man must find another familiar or risk death 

himself, and as Mills records, ‘…the acquisition of a new one will not save him 

indefinitely, for a man can only survive the death of six, and a woman the death of five 

familiars’ (Mills 2003: 247). Thus here we can glimpse the influence of the general 

Ao-Naga belief in multiple souls (six for men, five for women) expressed, shall we 

say, as part of a more concrete, dramatic practice. Except for the tantalizing remark 

that ‘[c]hildren born at or just before the dark of the moon are believed by their love of 

meat to show their resemblance to tigers and leopards, which are always supposed to 

be born at this time of the month’ (Mills 2003: 267), Mills does not tell us how the 

medicine-man or woman actually discovers this ability to bond with an animal. 

  

Instead Mills turns our attention to the familiar, the first of which is supposed 

always to be a leopard cat. This cat 

…will grow into a leopard or tiger as the man’s powers 
grow, provided the familiar can pass the necessary ordeal. 
This is severe. On Piyongkong, a striking peak in the Phom 
country, lives the King of the Tigers, a monster of its kind. 
At intervals all familiars are summoned to do obeisance to 
him. None may come empty-handed. All bring according to 
their powers, leopard-cats presenting fowls, and the 
stronger leopards and tigers pigs and cattle. They dance 
around the King, who sits in the middle with his huge 
mouth open, into which each familiar throws his offering. 
If these do not appease the King’s hunger, which is great, 
he finishes off the meal by devouring one or two of the 
dancers. The dance over the ordeal begins. There is a deep 
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chasm, it is said, in the mountain. Across this a single 
bamboo is placed, held at the ends by two leopards, which 
keep twisting and turning it. Any leopard cat which wishes 
to become a full-blown leopard or tiger must cross this 
bridge and drink at a certain spring. (Mills 2003: 247-248) 

 

To get a closer view of man’s role in this belief system, we must rely on the details 

which Ao has acquired from her research into people who claim to have animal 

familiars, or tiger souls. According to one of these people – who, sadly, passed away 

before I could find and speak with him – there are two ways of getting a tiger-soul. 

One is to inherit it from an ancestor. By the other way, it 

…is acquired through application to one who is reputed to 
be in possession of such a power. If the applicant’s prayer 
is to be granted, he will be offered a cup of wine or pipe of 
smoke by the person to whom he has appealed. However, 
this power will be transferred only after the death of the 
person concerned. (Ao 1999: 67) 

 

The one who inherits the tiger-soul from an ancestor is called a Tanu Kumer (Ao 

1999: 68), and only a Tanu Kumer can replace his/her dead familiars with new ones. 

The one who bargains for the tiger-soul is called a Keyi Kumer (Ao 1999: 68). He/she 

cannot replace a dead familiar with a new one, and also faces death if the familiar dies. 

There are certain signs that accompany the acquisition of the tiger-soul: 

1. The person about to receive this power will dream 
that he is fondling a puppy or puppies.  

2. He will also see in the dream some part of the 
countryside which he had not seen before. He will 
have to locate this particular spot in real life and his 
ability to do so is the first sign that the tiger soul is 
upon him.  

3. If the tiger spirit granted to him is still a cub, he will 
dream that he kills and eats some small animal 
whose fur and meat will be found lodged in his 
teeth when he wakes up in the morning. (Ao 1999: 
68)  
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According to this source, the person is generally granted two souls, the big soul who 

patrols the jungle and telepathically relays all kinds of useful information back to its 

human companion, and the little soul who oversees the safety of ‘the person’s 

granaries, fields, and domestic animals, and [acts] as his personal bodyguard incognito 

when he is out hunting or fishing’ (Ao 1999: 68). Naturally, this person is thought to 

possess supernatural powers, such as curing the sick, healing wounds and injuries, and 

predicting the ‘season’s harvests, natural calamities or sudden deaths of eminent 

persons of the village’ (Ao 1999: 69). Such people are treated with awe and respect, 

and given expensive gifts by the community to ensure that the latter are protected 

‘against unknown dangers and other forms of misfortune’. Such people are also 

blamed for ‘inexplicable events in the village’ (Ao 1999: 70). 

 

Sometimes, this person will use his powers to make life difficult for an enemy, or a 

hostile neighbour  

…by chasing [them] in his tiger form …by destroying the 
other’s crops by rampage and by killing the enemy’s prize 
bull or fattest pig. Such killings are also distinguishable… 
[by] the tell-tale marks [of] the tiger. (Ao 1999: 70)  

  

As we learned in an earlier passage, the connection created by the possession of a 

tiger-soul undoubtedly goes very deep. The effects of an illness, injury, or a gunshot 

wound, and the healing of such, are felt simultaneously by both man and familiar. 

Before he dies, a man with a tiger-soul will reveal the location of his familiar to his 

relatives. After his death, they must find the tiger, which will also be dead, and give it 

the same funeral send-off as for a human being, since it once embodied a human soul.  

Such a ritual disposal of the dead tiger is supposed to 
ensure the prosperity and well-being of the particular 
family. It is also believed that one member of the family 
will, sooner or later, “inherit” a tiger-soul. (Ao 1999: 71)  
    

Despite the exceptional nature and power of the tiger-soul, Ao tells us that  
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[s]uch a person is both admired and pitied…because [he 
may] lead an enchanted life with unlimited supernatural 
powers and… is quite well-to-do; [but] once the power is 
on him [,] he is entirely controlled by it and he cannot be 
free of it except by death. (Ao 1999: 71) 

 

In conclusion, it can be said that these various tales and beliefs about the tiger 

indicate an ancient, long-standing human-tiger connection that has mainly lost its 

relevance in this century. It is not difficult to see how these beliefs have become 

obsolete. When we consider the potent combination of modernisation and its various 

economic, ecological and cultural demands, Christianity’s influential rejection of 

pagan beliefs and traditions, and the unchecked poaching of endangered animal 

species, including the tiger, for skins and so-called medicinal body parts, it is clear that 

the Ao-Naga belief in the tiger-soul has become just a quirky footnote in studies of 

Naga culture and history.  

 

In this first substantial chapter, I have explored some political, social, cultural and 

traditional aspects of Ao-Naga and Naga culture in general, aspects that exert a subtle 

pressure on the events within my graphic novel script. Of these aspects, the tiger-soul 

myth plays the strongest role in the narrative, in effect linking this modern re-

interpretation with the older stories, and it is hoped, sparking the imagination and 

interest of its intended Naga readers. 

  

Along with the re-telling of a tribal myth, this exegesis is also concerned with 

issues of image and visual representation, issues that arise from the graphic element of 

the creative product. Even though I present only the script, and not an illustrated work, 

those issues must be addressed, in order to appreciate first, the current and previous 

visual practices of representation with regard to the concept, Naga, and second, to 

form a makeshift, interim outline of how a Naga story may be transformed by the 

graphic novel format. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

IMAGING THE NAGA: A visual journey through digital collage, original 

artwork, and other visual materials  

 

 
…there are vast areas of human life to 
which scientific methodology is inapt; to 
which ethnographic description must give 
way to the ethnopoetic: a series of concrete 
and luminous images, arranged by intuition 
rather than prescription, and whose shifting 
configurations – like the points of and 
between the constellations – map out a piece 
of a world.  
                                                                  
Eliot Weinberger in Visualizing Theory, Ed. 
Lucien Taylor, 1994  

 

 

In a carefully worded description, Jacobs introduces a tableau that reveals both the 

(formerly) symbolic – and the explicit – dominance of the British Raj over the Nagas. 

This is a painting, or coloured drawing (circa 1880, reproduced in Jacobs 1998:181) 

by Col. R.G. Woodthorpe. The artwork unfortunately could not be reproduced here 
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due to lack of permission from the Pitt Rivers Museum Archive, Oxford. However, 

Jacobs’ eloquence should compensate for the absence of this visual referent. 

Centre stage sits Captain Butler; next to him are Mr. 
Brown, with a camera, Woodthorpe with a sketch pad, and 
Indian soldiers. Around them are gathered representatives 
of some of the diverse Naga tribes, each figured in typical 
costume. The picture combines the realism of the figures 
with a representation of a desired set of relations in the 
colonial system: exoticism tempered by the order and 
harmony of the Raj. (Jacobs 1998: 17) 

 

Thus the image is an idyllic representation of the relationship between colonizer 

and subject races. The costumed Nagas carry their spears in a non-threatening, yet 

slightly guarded, stance. Some Nagas squat and sit in front of or beside the British 

officers. In the distance, we can see the huts of a peaceful Naga village, and mountains 

set further back. Indian soldiers hover in between in poses of helpful servitude. This 

visual construct typified the British colonial approach to documenting native Naga 

society and culture, an approach that Alan Macfarlane (n.d.a) sees as part of ‘the 

historical interaction of anthropology and administration’. Apart from photography, 

field sketches and drawings of costumes, jewellery, craftwork and textiles, many 

actual objects of material culture such as weapons, statues, ceremonial costumes and 

so on were transported back to Great Britain and Europe. These photographs and 

artefacts now sit in private collections and in the Pitt Rivers Museum Archive at the 

University of Oxford. Macfarlane views the latter’s collection as ‘one of the finest 

tribal collections in the world’ (Macfarlane, n.d.b).  

  

Terry Smith offers one possible interpretation of these colonialist visual practices, 

in a structure that consists of the components ‘of calibration, obliteration and 

symbolization (specifically, aestheticization)…’ (in Mirzoeff 2002: 483). While 

Smith’s approach mainly applies to geographical contexts where British settlers all but 

wiped out the native populations of those colonies (as in Australia), it is still useful in 

understanding the ways in which Naga imaging has been previously undertaken. In the 

collecting, cataloguing, describing and owning of Naga cultural artefacts (as in the 
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physical administration of Naga territory and populations), one may see at work the 

practice of a subtler form of calibration. The curatorial eye imposes an invariable order 

of material record on a still-evolving culture, and thus complicates for better or worse 

that culture’s vision/version of its own self-imaging as embodied e.g. in the craftwork, 

weaving patterns and jewellery designs. Secondly, the practice of obliteration can be 

identified in the waning of traditional arts associated with tribal customs such as head-

hunting (outlawed by the British), the disappearance of pagan songs and beliefs and 

the desecration of sacred objects and sites (under the indirect encouragement of 

missionaries), and in the representations of primitiveness, images of the culturally-

infantile Other or ‘Noble Savage’ as found in the ethnographic photos and sketches 

from the British Raj era. Thus, these two issues relate intimately to the practice of 

symbolization and aestheticization, a practice that one cannot naively assert departed 

with the British and the missionaries. The overtly colonial practices of representing 

‘the tribal’ figure have receded in the wake of popular Indian perceptions of the same 

– the Naga as still exotic savage, but now in addition stubborn rebel, the Christian 

hypocrite, the drug addict, the pastoral farmer, and the corrupt official. The imposing 

of this narrow aestheticization, while unfortunately based on partial truths, displaces 

(and can distort) collective and individual efforts to re-image the Naga self and 

culture. Even an exhibition like the Hornbill Festival is implicated in the politics of 

such visual colonisation, with its ad-hoc calibration and obliteration of tribal 

representation, and its maintenance of the image of the symbolized, simulated Naga.  

 

Over time, black and white or sepia-toned photographs of naked headhunters and 

costumed warriors circa late 1800s-early 1900s have gradually given way to digital 

snaps of college students in traditional dress protesting human rights violations, and 

Indian soldiers guarding an arena where Naga tribes perform culture for locals and 

tourists. Our responses to such images seem to depend on our familiarity with the 

culture, and our expectations of how that culture should be, or has been, represented. 

Thus, the graphic image, be it ‘pictures, statues, designs’ and the verbal image, 

inclusive of ‘metaphors, descriptions’ (Mitchell 1984: 505), with their links to both the 
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graphic novel and Naga culture, play a not-so-guileless part in interpretive accounts of 

past and present Nagas. 

  

In a related context, Weinberger wonders what the future of ethnographic 

filmmaking may bring,  

when film technology is no longer a Western domain; when 
the observed become the observers; when ethnography 
becomes a communal self-portraiture, as complex as any 
representation of us; when the erotic can center in as 
expression, not voyeurism; when they, at last, do all the 
talking. (Weinberger in Taylor 1994: 26)  

 

Understandably, this and other similar speculations arise from the changes that have 

occurred in the fields of anthropology, documentary filmmaking and, comparatively 

recently, visual studies/visual culture. As Edwards notes, between the late nineteenth 

and the early twentieth centuries, the visual technique of representing other cultures – 

specifically the use of photography in anthropological work – was ‘viewed largely as a 

simple recording truth-revealing mechanism’. But, as she continues, ‘Photography was 

in many ways symbolic of’ the ideological, technological and cultural dominance of 

European society over non-European societies, which found its practical form in ‘the 

delineation and control of the physical world, whether it be boundary surveys, 

engineering schemes to exploit natural resources, or the description and classification 

of the population’ (Edwards 1992: 4-6). 

 

Therefore, it would be an interesting venture to learn how contemporary Nagas 

have been using the more modern tools of digital photography, video, and film, and 

the whole range of current multimedia applications, to capture and express individual 

notions of culture and identity. Despite the fact that many Nagas may never attend 

lectures on topics like image studies, visual studies, visual culture, art history, etc, 

nevertheless they possess the tools to create raw and forceful representations that may 

shed new light on themselves and their worlds. At least, that is the expectation. In 
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reality, and as a symptom of the Jackass-Youtube phenomenon, some young Naga 

pranksters have been creating short home videos of mock terrorist interrogation 

scenes, complete with balaclavas and real guns; others are giggling over a well-

distributed, 2-minute nudie film of a pretty Ao-Naga girl while the unseen camera-

man/boy exclaims over her assets. At the time of this writing, the Ao-Naga Students 

Union in New Delhi is apparently looking for the girl, probably to give her a stern 

lecture about cultural and Christian propriety. But occasionally, multimedia 

technology can be employed to express something less tasteless or smutty. In the midst 

of uploaded video clips of Naga Idol performances and Hornbill Festival concerts, one 

can find a rather amateur yet compelling music video from the Naga band, 

Abiogenesis, creators of a new kind of tribal music genre they call Howey and a new 

wind bamboo instrument dubbed the bamhum. The video can be accessed at this 

address: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bUEsyA-uSDw The band members dress 

in a fusion style, blue jeans and tribal jewellery, knee-high leather boots and Ao-Naga 

sash, presenting an evolving, dramatic snapshot of a culture still in transition, and still 

negotiating with the influences that bear upon its own image-making. 

  

In light of the above statements, it is clear that the decision to tell a Naga story in 

an illustrated format like the graphic novel raises a few questions, some of which may 

be answered here. These questions may be of the following type: Why are we looking 

at digital photographs, scans and collages with a Naga theme? What sort of relation do 

these materials have with the graphic novel script? Do these images offer a clearer 

picture of the Naga or do they unwittingly perpetuate the same misleading visual 

claims of the past? 

 

One of the central reasons behind this chapter is to assist the reader in visualising 

the Nagas, not merely as political or cultural subjects in newspaper photos, but also as 

a people whose representation can be explored in a two-dimensional visual mode 

different to what has been previously employed. Therefore, one will find visual 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bUEsyA-uSDw


 

 77

interpretations of Naga culture that attempt to move away from colonial, political or 

religious imaging. 

  

Focused on an emergent understanding of Naga culture and its self-imaging, the 

materials (presented later in the chapter) are accordingly grouped under two sections:  

 Section 1 presents abstract digital collage works that aim at a generally 

abstract interpretation of the Naga psyche, which is intrinsically tied up with 

the notion of identity, and will perhaps allow us to understand the current 

self-images that the Nagas are creating for and about themselves.  

 Section 2 is a selection of private rough sketches that were instrumental in 

guiding my appreciation of the comic-book page, panel layouts, captions and 

text balloons and character drawing. Undoubtedly, despite the fact that 

artistic skill and composition may prove elusive in these pictures, one hopes 

that these sketches make visible the illustrative possibilities inherent to the 

graphic novel script in question. 

 

Perhaps I am exchanging one form of visual colonialism for another, yet I would 

suggest that the viewer approach the images in this chapter with the assertion that 

they, the images, are influenced by a complicated, personal relationship with the 

concepts of identity, self-image and traditional Naga culture. For instance, it is my 

belief that a simple series of scanned photos taken in December 2003, as found in the 

image titled Dressing the Girl, evokes those concepts in a simple, powerful manner. 

At a picnic held on the occasion of her birthday, we see that the girl in the pictures is 

surrounded by female members her clan. With the men looking on, the women help 

this Westernised girl put on her clan’s traditional female costume, the wrap-around 

skirt, the hair-tie, the necklace, and the white sash, transforming her in their eyes from 

the long-haired, blue jeans-wearing stranger into someone more culturally familiar. 

This is the clan’s gift to the girl, a reminder of her culture and her heritage. But for the 

girl, it is an awkward situation. The skirt is stiff and uncomfortable, constricting her 
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normal walking stride; she is unaccustomed to wearing heavy jewellery or gathering 

her hair into an old-fashioned knot covered with a thick hair-tie; the sash seems 

unnecessary, and keeps slipping off her shoulder. Even though she wears the outfit for 

a while and smiles for the camera, she is happier when she can get out of her tribal 

costume. Studying the image without a helpful context, perhaps a non-Naga viewer 

could interpret the content of the images as resembling a traditional women’s ritual. 

The title itself, Dressing the Girl, seems to evoke a sense of formal ceremony and 

practice; but in truth, that gift-giving event turned into a tutorial on how to wear 

traditional dress because the recipient lacked such knowledge; and while it may appear 

that the clanswomen are forcing the outfit onto the girl, there is also a tenderness and 

pity in the way they go about their business. These practical women would not waste 

their time and energy on another girl who is already aware of, and accepts her tribal 

heritage. Judging from these photos, it is the disconnected ones to whom the women 

are apparently drawn.  

  

In comparison, the abstract pieces are attempts at a conceptual, even aestheticised 

visualisation of a personal relationship with Naganess, if I may use that awkward 

coinage. In the piece, The east is wild and red, I employ silhouettes of Naga spears, 

and a totem pole-like structure of traditional depictions of mithun heads to convey 

both the sense of a fierce, war-like culture and its distinctive approach to beauty and 

art. Needless to say, here, the repetition of ‘red’ in the title and in the image is a 

reference to the classic image of the ferocious tribal warrior who emerges from battle, 

dripping with his enemy’s blood; but I also insinuate a reference to the scarlet-hued 

shawls worn by the elders of the Ao-Naga tribe, which represent their status as 

upholders of tradition and customary law. 

  

In the next image following, The Warrior Nagas, I offer a self-evident evolution of 

the martial Naga male from ancient warrior figure to modern, paramilitary soldier. The 

men pictured at the bottom half of the image are members of the Indian Reserved 

Battalions (IRB), a Central government-administered paramilitary unit deployed in 
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Nagaland since the 2004 October bomb blasts. The IRB soldiers, mainly Naga 

recruits, have developed a reputation as military thugs in their interactions with both 

rebel and civilian populations. Their presence at the Hornbill Festival marks the social 

and cultural break in the imaging of warrior figures – colourful simulations of defunct 

stereotypes under the watchful eyes of camouflaged militia. In the background, almost 

fading from sight, are the figures of old freedom struggles, and old wounds that have 

healed improperly. For myself, The Warrior Nagas is an image that does not celebrate 

but instead complicates the interaction of the old martial culture with contemporary 

politics and violence. 

  

Ao-Naga Woman’s Tattoos and Changki Narokum are based on two cultural 

practices that underline deep-rooted yet forgotten notions of, respectively, feminine 

identity and collective honour. In the pre-Christian Ao-Naga tribe, only the women 

were tattooed, a process that begins when the girl reaches the age of ten or eleven. 

Paraphrasing Mills (2003: 30-31), tattooing is a rite of passage that signifies the girl’s 

accepted status as member of the clan; her hair is permitted to grow long, her ears are 

pierced to wear the yongmen (large brass ear-rings), though there are now certain 

restrictions on what food she can eat. However, none of this detail is apparent in the 

collage itself, which depicts only the marks and patterns of the tattoos relevant to the 

three language groups, Chungli, Mongsen and Changki. By deliberately showing these 

patterns without the presence of the female body, I wish to coax the viewer to see 

these marks as an arrangement of lines, Vs, lozenges, squares and arrows – an 

arrangement that highlights their intrinsic aesthetic value quite apart from its 

historical, often painful and drawn out, context. 

 

The digital collage, Changki Narokum, is a straightforward visual interpretation of 

the diverse natural references attached to the Changki village’s ancient system of 

conferring titles of honour. Narokum, or roughly, a title of honour, was presented by a 

senior age-group to a junior age-group  
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…after assessing the activities of the group while running 
the village government and the qualities looked for are 
honesty, loyalty, courage, clarity in village government 
laws and bringing of trophies to the village (this was more 
pertinent during headhunting days) and so on. (Longkumer 
2005: 158) 

 

The elements in the collage are a combination of those groups referenced in the two 

different sets of titles used in Changki village, the Sungdakba Narokum19, and the 

Ayim Anet Narokum20. Thus, when we look at the collage, we see the silhouette of an 

unadorned male warrior, surrounded by the manifestations of the qualities implicit in 

the Narokum of honour. I will consider the elements in an anti-clockwise manner:  

• To the left is a special kind of Ao-Naga shield, covered with rare buffalo hide, 

signifying the Sakub (meaning buffalo skin) Ori, a title given to the group 

‘that was considered tough, hard to defeat and feared by the enemies’ 

(Longkumer 2005: 159). The spear was added to reinforce the martial theme.  

• Immediately above is an Indian elephant, signifying the Sati (meaning 

elephant) Changri Ori, a title given to the group that proved its strength and 

grandeur.  

• Perched atop the elephant’s trunk is a little bird with a colourful crown; here I 

had to imagine what this particular bird looked like since my ornithological 

research failed to identify the particular species signified in the title, Milen 

(the Ao name of a rare bird) Changri Ori. Longkumer describes it as a 

‘rare…bird known for its beauty…[and its selectivity] in its feeding and 

nesting, therefore rarely seen. In conferring this title, the group is 

acknowledged as being distinctive and distinguished’ (Longkumer 2005: 159).  

• The next element is a small group of bees in flight, signifying the Nanga, a 

fierce, communal bee, and thus the title Nanga Changri Ori, given to the 

group ‘that is fierce in protecting the village and in carrying out its duties 

strictly…’ (Longkumer 2005: 159).  

                                                 
19 Literally, Sungdakba Narokum can mean ‘upper khel titles of honour’.  
20 Literally, Ayim Anet Narokum can mean ‘lower khel titles of honour’. 
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• In the centre of the collage, I have attempted to create a blurring of the green 

background, with floating leaves, to evoke the movement of the wind, and 

which also distorts the halo outlining the central human figure. This is a 

reference to the title Mepung (meaning ‘wind’) Changri Ori, given to the 

group that is ‘light and fast as the wind in their duties and activities’ 

(Longkumer 2005: 159).  

• Directly above the human silhouette is a bloom of orchid flowers of a rare and 

beautiful kind known as Jungmi, ‘usually found in the deep forest growing on 

high trees’ (Longkumer 2005: 159). Thus the title Jungmi Changri Ori is 

given to the group that scales great heights in achievement.  

• In the top right-hand corner of the image is a dark bird with a red beak, known 

locally as Otsung (and which could perhaps be the Black Bulbul), an 

intelligent bird that apparently mates for life, and ‘[i]f trained properly it is 

said that it can produce human sounds’ (Longkumer 2005: 159). Thus, the title 

Otsungchangri Ori is given to the group that displays loyalty and intelligence.  

• Just below the Otsung bird is another black bird with two distinctive, 

elongated tail feathers, known locally as Miri (and which could also be the 

Greater or Lesser Racket-tailed Drongo, thanks to the helpful people from the 

mailing list, Oriental Birding (Kazmierczak, 2006). Folklore names this 

impressive bird as the ‘king among local birds. It is said that the other birds 

follow the Miri...’ (Longkumer 2005: 160). So the title Miri Changri Ori is 

given to the group that displays ‘great leadership qualities…’ (Longkumer 

2005: 160). 

• The flowers on which the two last-named birds are resting is a creative 

rendering of the Sangpang, a rare berry fruit ‘which grow[s] on shrubs and 

from a distance can be seen as red blossoms. These berries are a delicacy for 

birds and are used as a bait to trap birds’ (Longkumer 2005: 159). The group 

that is ‘clever and tactful in executing their duties’ (Longkumer 2005: 159) is 

given the title Sangpang Changri Ori.  
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• On the right-hand side of the human silhouette, we see the heads of a group of 

leopards and cheetahs, chosen at random to signify the Tsungi, a carnivorous 

animal that hunts in a pack like the wolf. ‘Once they choose their prey they 

persist in following it even for days and weeks till they hunt it down’ 

(Longkumer 2005: 160). Thus the title Tsungi Changri Ori is given to the 

group that is ‘persevering and hard working’ (Longkumer 2005: 160). 

• The final element can be found underwater, in the form of the fish known as 

Nametaki ‘which stings when carelessly touched. The fish is ferocious and 

cunning’ (Longkumer 2005: 159). A group showing those qualities for the 

good of the village is given the title Nametaki Ori. In the collage, I have used 

pictures of the local species of catfish to stand in for the Nametaki. 

 

The processes I used in creating this particular collage, and the other images, have 

helped me recognize my not-so-guileless participation in visually interpreting aspects 

of the Naga construct. The use of digital imaging software, specifically Photoshop and 

Illustrator, further complicates that interpretation due to the manipulative capabilities 

of these programs. It is generally accepted that Photoshop, like others of its kind, is a 

tool for altering, manipulating, highlighting, obscuring, subtracting, and complicating 

the digital elements of a simple photo or illustration. Usually, the intent is 

entertainment, shock value, or to convey an individual artistic expression. But when 

these methods are used to create images that seek to formally express vital issues of 

truth, subjectivity and representation, how can the viewer and artist identify those 

abstractions in such images, knowing that they are presented as visual assemblages or 

constructs? 

  

Even if there is nothing more sinister behind my images than the desire to express 

an individual response, what am I adding to the historical body of images related to the 

Nagas? Am I inadvertently repeating colourful stereotypes, or reinforcing hidden 

insular boundaries between Naga culture and other cultures? 
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Dena Elisabeth Eber acknowledges that 

[i]mages that clearly present a constructed physical truth, 
like digital images, remind us to question the reality factor 
of any image. Because many digital images appear to be 
photographic, or photographic-like, the medium forces 
artists to revisit what a photograph, and consequently a 
digital image, represents. … [This is why] some digital 
artists have constructed visual narratives that appear 
photographic, yet lack the physical world referent that their 
images imply. (Eber in Beardon and Malmborg 2002: 45) 

 

If that is the case, how can one appreciate reality and truth in a digital image? In the 

collages presented here, the hand of the artist, the effect of the tools used, is plainly 

visible and acknowledged. The collages do not pretend to be anything else but 

deliberate constructions, juxtapositions, and alterations. At this level, they are 

fragments of other whole images or made-up bits to stand in for actual elements. At 

this level, they have been forced to occupy the same space, and present a unified 

whole, as it were. This unified whole then becomes the reality and truth of the image; 

we may be aware of where its various components come from and what each one 

stands for, but we are also aware that these components now speak in a different way, 

tell another story, or develop a new hybrid image. So these constructions can be as 

valid as their digitally un-constructed relatives. 

 

In conclusion, when viewed as a whole, these two sections following are geared 

towards setting up a visual understanding of a world, a culture, and a people, thus 

enabling the reader to ‘imagine’ and to perhaps ‘see’ for her/himself the images 

hidden within the text of the graphic novel script. 

Section 1 

The Naga Self and The Other Naga 
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Figure 14 Dressing the Girl. Photo-collage © Narola Changkija 
 

 



 

 85

 

Figure 15 The east is wild and red. Digital collage © Narola Changkija 
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Figure 16 The warrior Nagas. Digital photo-collage © Narola Changkija 
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Figure 17 Ao-Naga Woman’s Tattoos. Digital collage © Narola Changkija 
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Figure 18 Changki Narokum. Digital collage © Narola Changkija. 
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Section 2 

The animated Naga 

 

 

Figure 19 Digital sketchbook collage1.  
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Figure 20 Digital sketchbook collage2. 
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Figure 21 Digital sketchbook collage3. 
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Figure 22 Digital sketchbook collage4.
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CHAPTER 3  
 

CREATING A NAGA NARRATIVE  
 

 

Who is speaking to whom, about 
what, for what purposes, and under 
what circumstances?  

Renato Rosaldo, Culture and 
Truth: the Remaking of Social 
Analysis, 1989  

 

 

Marginal Experience Narratives 
 

As a Naga woman from the Ao tribe, I must confess to a deep concern regarding 

the stories through which the Indian media, history textbooks, political analysts, 

national security agencies, anthropologists, tourist brochures, Christian 

pamphleteering and separatist propaganda continue to represent us. These narratives, 

burdened, as I see them, with bias, obsolete stereotypes, political and cultural 

misrepresentations and religious double standards, cannot be the only ones that history 

will offer future generations of Nagas. There does not seem to be enough authentic 

diversity in the representations. True, our ancestors were once savage, naked head 

hunters. Our tourism capital lies chiefly in re-enactments of harvest festivals, war 
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dances, and the marketing of our distinctive textiles, jewellery, weapons, pottery work 

and woodcarvings. Some Naga rebel leaders do live in comfortable exile while 

financing their operations through extortion, drug smuggling and shady political 

transactions. Far too many Nagas spend the best years of their lives chasing that 

annual spectre – passing the exams for the civil and administrative services of 

government at state and central levels. These are, at best, public narratives of an 

obsolete past, a troubled history and a contemporary sense of despair, tedium and 

angst. 

 

In addition, while recent texts like Tom Farrell’s 2004 An American in Nagaland 

(Barszcz 2005) and Frans Welman’s Enter The Forbidden Land (2005) appear to 

capitalize on the image of an exotic and savage tribal culture or a politically-oppressed 

indigenous minority, one cannot subscribe to the belief that Naga culture can be so 

easily embalmed within these descriptors. There must be new stories to counter and 

critique the persistence of this one-sided pattern of representation, and its maintenance 

of negative, redundant stereotypes. That is why, in this search for stories, some form 

of delicate balance must come into play. Where current resources for Naga history and 

culture are concerned, there is some literature that is worthy of critical reading, and 

others that can only be deemed as erroneous or pure self-serving propaganda.  

 

In Half Human Half Animal, a 2003 text about world-wide shapeshifter tales, 

Jamie Hall understandably confuses the Indian term ‘nag’ for ‘snake’ with the Nagas, 

and by referencing thirteenth-century Chinese traveller tales, and myths from ancient 

Siam and the Khmer region, puts forward the folkloristic conjecture that ‘Nagaland 

was founded by a marriage between a human ruler and the daughter of Phraya Naak, a 

great supernatural snake’ (Hall 2003: 158). From the Nagalim section on 

angelfire.com, there is the following extract, quoted verbatim:  

A legend goes on to say that a family comes out of the 
“trough”. They were called the Naga family. History says 
the Naga family came from southern China of Yunnam 
province enrouted to the adjoining island world routed back 
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to Chiangmei and then moved to upper Myanmar and 
settled at Samsok after crossing Chingwin river, later 
settled at Makhel and spread to the present habitats. This 
family group is known as the “NAGAs”. The Nagas are a 
mongolian racial group. They are generally well built, tall, 
slim, reddish in complexion. But the physical features 
cannot describe or tell us in detail who are the Nagas unless 
you know them by it’s [sic] moral character, belief and 
culture. The trees are known by it’s [sic] fruit so are the 
Nagas, they are also known by their culture, social system, 
way of life and high moral character. The Nagas are a 
distinct and one of the finest race [sic]. They are simple, 
sincere, honest, industrious, humorous, cheerful, courteous, 
straight forward, truthful. They are free and open society 
[sic]. No family pays tax to other, no landlord harass the 
labours [sic], no tenant pays rent. Theft, murder, cheating 
are unknown. (Nagalim, n.d.)  

 

What these minor instances bring into being is the unlikely ‘folkloricised’ Naga – kin 

to snake-shapeshifters or simple rural folk living in a romantic, pastoral time capsule. 

Despite the visible, ongoing evolution of twenty-first
 
century Naga culture, national 

and occasionally international media reports continue to focus on either the insurgency 

or a frozen tribal culture that exists mainly outside the ‘real world’, or on purpose-built 

heritage sites. It is disturbingly easy to restructure a minority people’s traditional 

history and culture without their awareness or even consent. In the case of the Naga 

people, it is both their characteristic social insularity, and the political drama of the 

insurgency that enable others to continue relying on false, outdated or partially 

incorrect data. 

  

Baruah has pointed out that ‘[t]he resultant isolation of Northeast Indian 

scholarship from global intellectual currents is a little known but significant cost of 

official India’s security obsession’ (Baruah 2005). And Christoph von Furer-

Haimendorf laments how  

[f]oreign scholars were debarred from Nagaland and among 
Indian anthropologists there were none who devoted 
themselves to the task of re-studying such tribes as 
Angamis or Aos, and of extending anthropological research 
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to those tribes that had remained virtually unknown even in 
the days of the British Raj. (in Ganguli 1984: vii) 

 

Thus, the monographs published by British civil servants and military officers between 

1832 and 1947 (Reid 1983 edn; Woodthorpe 1876 in Jacobs 1998; Hutton 2003 edn.), 

the ethnographic studies undertaken by Western enthusiasts and Christian missionaries 

(Bower 1950; Elwin 1961; Clark 1978), the multi-viewed writings of Naga politicians 

(Sema 1986), and the Cambridge Experimental Videodisc Project on the Nagas that 

ushered in the 1989 volume The Nagas (Jacobs 1998) remain the major historically-

valuable accounts of colonial-era Naga culture. Subsequent post-colonial studies in 

academia have tended towards socio-cultural surveys of the so-far so-good variety 

(Ganguli 1984, 1993; Sema 1986), stray theses or random journal articles on obscure 

aspects of Naga culture (Das 1985, Gray 1977, Janowski 1984, Joshi 1985-6, Marwah 

and Srivastava 1987, and West 1984 in Jacobs 1998; Zou 2005), and linguistic studies 

(Baruah 2001, Boruah 1993; Coupe 2003).  

 

In recent years however, a small number of contemporary Naga thinkers have 

begun producing learned commentaries on the Naga situation. Chief among them is a 

former school-mate of mine, Dolly Kikon, whose articles on the Hornbill Festival, 

India’s education policy in Nagaland, and various aspects of armed conflict and 

gender issues within a Naga context, and whose involvement in organisations like the 

North East Peoples Initiative for Peace, Justice and Demilitarisation (Das et al 2007: 

54) are suggestive of the growing intellectual and political self-awareness among Naga 

Generation Xers. That awareness has further been encouraged by the existence of 

active organisations such as the Naga Peoples Movement for Human Rights 

(NPMHR), and the Morung Foundation for Indigenous Rights and Just Peace.  

 

However, seeping out of the bulk of contemporary Naga narratives are such terms 

as: active insurgency status, terrorist elements, shadow Naga governments, 

secessionist revolts, militarized zones, bombings and ambushes, protest rallies, 
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bandhs21, counter-insurgency operations, rival rebel factions, Christian freedom 

fighters, ceasefires, peace talks, stalled negotiations, ceasefire extensions, and so on. 

These powerful terms form the elements of a one-sided body of contemporary 

knowledge that has occluded the personal, everyday realities of average Naga life.  

 

To borrow an oft-quoted statement: 

When someone with the authority of a teacher, say, 
describes the world and you are not in it, there is a moment 
of psychic disequilibrium, as if you looked into a mirror 
and saw nothing. (Rich in Knaller 1999: 99)  

 

Perhaps this statement explains the general lack of academic application in History 

and Social Sciences that I have observed and experienced in many Nagaland school 

classrooms. Directing adolescents’ attention towards their native histories is 

challenging enough, but force-feeding a minority group the history of a major cultural 

group, and telling them that this is their history (in the face of contradictory evidence) 

is an act whose repercussions we are only just beginning to understand. When the only 

lesson that these impressionable children learn is another culture’s dominant 

perceptions and stereotypes about them, the ‘mirror’ is a frightening object indeed.  

Take, for example, the depiction of ancient Mayan civilization in the recent film, 

Apocalypto (Gibson 2007). Beyond the unrelenting flow of blood and gore, we are 

witnesses to the play of extreme Mayan stereotypes – peaceful village folk versus 

decadent city slickers – images that create tensions between a rather implausible view 

of Mayan history and contemporary Mayan realities. The Hollywood movie 

interpretation of ancient Mayan history is certainly a dazzling one, when juxtaposed 

with the current situation facing this century’s Mayans. Watanabe reports how the 

Mayans’ search for an ‘essentialist’ pan-Maya identity continues within the larger 

context of an Indian/Ladino cultural hegemony, and how ‘[t]hey remain overshadowed 

in the public imagination…by their ancestors of more than 1000 years ago who built 

                                                 
21 A general strike, with the temporary shutting down of offices, schools and shops, and 
prevention of all public vehicular traffic, usually in response to local ethnic, communal or military 
conflicts. 
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cities in the rain forests of southern Mexico and Guatemala and then abandoned them, 

never to return’ (Watanabe 1994: 25). The stereotype is a powerful tool in the hands of 

the media, the politician and the everyday bigot. It prevents many from taking a closer 

look at the construct, the façade, the thing that it claims to be or is imagined to be. 

 

Therefore, this begs the question for the Naga situation – where are the 

contemporary personal narratives? Where are the creatively-imagined responses to the 

more often-reported public historical and political events? Could it be that, at this 

stage of our political and cultural development, the political expression is the personal 

expression? As Deleuze and Guattari pronounced, albeit in another context, ‘the 

cramped space’ of minor literature ‘forces each individual intrigue to connect 

immediately with politics’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 17). The minor writer is 

negotiating her way, not on the linear tightrope of an individual concern, but on a 

complex web where stepping on a single strand sends ripples of affect through to all 

other strands. Thus, ‘the [public] political domain [contaminates] every statement’ 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 17).  

 

A 2000 publication, by Naga activist Kaka Iralu, called Nagaland and India: The 

Blood and the Tears, subtitled A Historical account of the 52 years Indo-Naga war, 

and the story of those who were never allowed to tell it (n.a. 2007) is an example of 

the un-contrived, simple (in a literary sense) and heavily politically-based writings that 

focus on the Naga problem. As one of the original members of the then-Naga National 

Council (NNC), Iralu continues to work towards the dream of an independent 

Nagalim, and understandably, his perspectives on the Naga situation must be carefully 

digested. But, at the risk of appearing unforgivably elitist, there is evidence of a 

gradual refinement of literary sensibilities among writers from Nagaland. One of the 

more recent Naga texts that creatively address the everyday realities of ordinary Nagas 

is Temsula Ao’s 2006 short story collection These Hills Called Home: Stories From A 

War Zone. In this collection, we are drawn to consider the lives of tribal women 

potters, the particular social/tribal consequences of bearing illegitimate children, an 
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old man’s memories of his youth as a Naga freedom fighter, loyalty and betrayal 

among a band of young Naga insurgents and the experiences of a Naga army 

contractor. What Ao has achieved with her book is a persuasive narrative of the 

personal, human lives of the faceless thousands that live under the shadow of the Naga 

insurgency and the Indian Army. The book is thus a reminder to contemporary Nagas 

of the ‘tremendous responsibility to sift through the collective experience and make 

sense of the impact left by the struggle… [and to ensure] that the memories of the 

turbulent years have served us well’ (Ao 2006: x-xi).  

 

I highlight the significance of this text (and to some degree, the 2000 Iralu text) 

with the contention that it links to a larger body of what Shari Stone-Mediatore calls 

‘marginal experience narratives’. Stone-Mediatore’s argument is that these narratives  

contribute to political thinking and political life precisely in 
their function as “stories”… as experience-rooted but 
creatively reproduced narrative texts whose meaning is 
realized in their interpretation by specific communities. 
(Stone-Mediatore 2003: 5)  

 

The story-like construction of such narratives seeks to subvert the rhetoric of objective 

reporting, by infusing public facts with the urgencies of personal experiences, 

confirming Ashcroft’s ‘energetic interpolation’ in post-colonial creative writing that 

sets up ‘sites for the intervention of transformative perspectives…’ (Ashcroft 2001: 

55). Thus foregoing the ‘standard narrative categories and genre boundaries to respond 

to seemingly uncategorizable, contradictory experiences’ (Stone-Mediatore 2003: 7) in 

favour of innovative, open-minded ways of narrating the world, has been a strategic 

move not only for Western writers, but also for writers writing from the political and 

cultural margins. These writers, variously identified as third world, women, other, 

minor, migrant, alien, and indigenous, have turned to a kind of creative, ‘experience-

oriented’ discourse that supplements/questions the complacent rhetoric of historical 

and allegedly factual knowledge. Here, Stone-Mediatore acknowledges the value 

brought to critical and political thought by the ways writers choose to tell their stories. 
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Through memoir, personal testimony, literary prose, open letter, essay or marginal 

experience history, she tells us that we are kept ‘mindful of the myriad, often 

untheorized significances of historical dramas while [affirming] our role as actors and 

interpreters in the unfolding of those dramas’ (Stone-Mediatore 2003: 45). 

 

Rosaldo seems to have anticipated Stone-Mediatore’s creatively written marginal 

experience narratives with the following observation:  

It is no accident that a marginal genre, such as the short 
story, should become a site for political innovation and 
cultural creativity. Literary theorist Mary Louise Pratt has 
argued, for example, that the short-story cycle’s formal 
marginality (as compared with the novel) makes it a 
particularly likely arena for experimentation, for the 
development of alternative moral visions, and for the 
introduction of women and teenagers as central 
protagonists. (Rosaldo 1989: 161) 

 

While such writing begins with the desire to take control over one’s own 

representation, it is also about recognizing along the way that creative narratives of all 

kinds are informed by, and in turn inform, social, political and cultural relationships on 

all levels. The social realism of African literature, for instance, comes from this same 

recognition. Niles (1999: 56) speaks of ‘the African poet’s traditional role as social 

critic, not just speaker of praise’, a comment that echoes Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s 

argument in the following quote: 

Literature results from conscious acts of men in society. At 
the level of the individual artist, the very act of writing 
implies a social relationship: one is writing about 
somebody for somebody. At the collective level, literature, 
as a product of men’s intellectual and imaginative activity 
embodies, in words and images, the tensions, conflicts, 
contradictions, at the heart of a community’s being and 
process of becoming. It is a reflection on the aesthetic and 
imaginative planes, of a community’s wrestling with its 
total environment to produce the basic means of life, food, 
clothing, shelter, and in the process creating and recreating 
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itself in history. (Ngugi wa Thiong’o in Kehinde 2004/5: 
225-226)  

 

In the case of my PhD submission here, the product of the individual artist is an 

attempt at a less one-sided, more inclusive portrayal of a tribal community (though the 

focus is mainly on the Nagas of Nagaland) that nonetheless faces a long journey of 

political and cultural evolution ahead. While the exegesis serves as an independent 

commentary on the real-time processes of this evolution, the fictional narrative can be 

read, partly, as an auto-ethnographic, speculative text on a peoples’ vision of its 

imagined destiny as a multi-tribal nation. Thus it is important to note the distinctive 

nature of the interaction between stories from the world’s political, social and cultural 

margins and the crossbred narrative form of the graphic novel. 

 

  The Graphic Novel  

 

While the script for the graphic novel will be explored in the final chapter, the 

following two sections focus on the Indian and Western incarnations of the comic 

book industry, explore the graphic novel as an evolving literary genre, and discuss 

some of the storytelling opportunities created by this challenging narrative medium. 

  

In a personal context, my intellectual upbringing was influenced both by an Indo- 

centric education and Western popular culture. Thus I found myself in an interesting 

situation when I entered Australian academia. Positioned as a mature-age international 

student from a region virtually unknown to most native Australians, it was logical for 

people to assume that I possessed a reasonable amount of knowledge about my own 

culture. The reality is that I am more familiar with India’s history and folktales. I do 

not remember reading about the Nagas or their folktales in the history or literature 

textbooks in school and in college. I barely speak and understand the three major Ao-

Naga dialects, Chungli, Mongsen and Changki. My grasp of the Hindi language is 

only marginally better. My childhood reading appears like a haphazard list for a 
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bizarre Pop Culture course: Amar Chitra Kathas22, British schoolgirl/romance comics, 

Commando war comics, Italian fotonovelas23, Tintin and Asterix albums, American 

comic books, Louis L’amour cowboy novels, sci-fi, fantasy and Victorian fiction. The 

only Ao-Naga story I knew then was the one my mother told me when I was between 

six and nine years old: an historical tale about Akangla, a wise woman from 

Warumong Village who helped the village of Longkhum defeat the warriors and fierce 

hunting dogs of Nokrang Village (Ao 1999: 155-157). Of course, the specifics of that 

tale only revealed themselves more than twenty years since I first heard it. The fact 

that I now need to reaffirm my cultural roots within a Western academic context says 

much about the degree of this wilful cultural and intellectual alienation. Thus, I have 

found myself exploiting the English language and a popular culture medium to tell my 

people’s stories.  

 

To the best of my knowledge, there are no published comic book/graphic novel 

adaptations of Naga folktales and stories – not to mention publications relating to the 

majority of the other members of India’s Scheduled Tribes. This oversight is 

significant when one considers that in the 1970s, the Amar Chitra Katha and 

Pancharatna24 comic book series of Indian myths, epics, histories and folktales were 

published ‘to counteract the impact of Western culture on those children [italics 

added] who read nothing but imported comics and books’ (Mannur, Rao and Sircar 

2000). While the primary motives behind the Indian myths series were of a pedagogic 

and patriotic nature, recent evaluations (Mannur, Rao and Sircar 2000) tend to expose 

a latent Hindu-centric, upper class, patriarchal, gender-biased stance in texts and 

illustrations. As reader-friendly documents of India’s classical heritage and ancient 

histories, these comics, at the risk of denying the true heterogeneous nature of India, 

seem to have presented a dangerously homogenized picture of Indian culture. In a 

further twist of irony, India Book House (the long-established publisher of the series) 

recently launched its The Tinkle Collection of World Folktales, based on folkloric 
                                                 
22 Literally, ‘amar’ – immortal, ‘chitra’ – picture, ‘katha’ – stories. 
23 A comic book variant in which romantic stories are told, not through drawings, but through 
captioned photographs. (See Flora 1980: 524). 
24 Literally, ‘pancha’ – five, ‘ratna’ – gems. 
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material from countries like Japan, Russia, Germany and the British Isles. The 

advertisement for the collection coaxes the reader to ‘Open the windows of the world. 

Absorb the richness of cultures far and near’. Perhaps the statement would carry more 

weight if the publishing house had considered the folktales of nearby Indian tribal 

cultures. 

  

An interesting case in point to illustrate what is possible comes from another 

exoticized yet marginalized culture – the Peace Party comic book series, created and 

published by Rob Schmidt of Blue Corn Comics (currently available from 

http://www.bluecorncomics.com/contents.htm). This series deals with Native 

American culture and features Native American superheroes. What drives Peace Party 

is a conspicuous need to avoid the routine stereotyping of noble savage or angry drunk 

from the rez. Instead, it portrays (admittedly in grandiose superhero style) the 

contemporary realities of being Native American by focusing on the multiplicity of 

perspectives and stories inherent in the culture.  

 

Yet for the moment, it may be safe to assume that comic-book adaptations of 

folktales from the mainly tribal communities of India appear to be a low priority for 

the Indian comic-book industry. There are many reasons that explain such under-

representation of India’s culturally marginal communities. To cite the Nagas as 

example, the same geographical and social isolation from mainland Indians that was 

reinforced by the British and later the Indian rulers continues to operate in terms of 

such popular modes of mass cultural knowledge production and distribution. The 

Hindu majority are naturally accustomed to reading materials that portray their 

cultures, beliefs, dreams and fantasies. Hence the popularity and success of Bahadur, 

who was perhaps the first home-grown modern Indian hero (of the Bahadur series 

from another major comic-book publisher, Indrajal Comics, now defunct), and whom 

Rao describes (in Lent 2001: 47) as ‘a vigilante in the tradition of the Phantom and 

http://www.bluecorncomics.com/contents.htm
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Mandrake…’ helping the police fight dacoits25. In his adventurous yet law-abiding 

character, and in his traditional yet modern sensibilities as depicted by his saffron-

coloured Indian shirt and Western-style blue jeans, he represented the ideal young 

Indian man of the late 70s and early 80s. What added to his popularity was that he 

wore no mask, harboured no secret identity and displayed no super-powers – his 

strength and courage were real and natural.  

 

Moreover, the productions of the Delhi-based comic-book publishing company, 

Diamond Comics (presently the major player in the industry) focus on Indian ‘urban, 

middle-class family situations’ (Rao in Lent 2001: 54). One of the most recognisable 

characters from the Diamond Comics stable is ‘Chacha (Uncle) Chaudhary… an 

avuncular, turban wearing hero, sporting a giant handlebar mustache, who is 

accompanied by a gigantic alien sidekick from Jupiter called Sabu’ (Rao in Lent 2001: 

55). According to Maneesh Kumar, the son of one of the co-founders of Diamond 

Comics, Chacha Chaudhary ‘was a mass kind of character… [a]n old man full of 

wisdom… [t]hat is in a village…’ and a figure who appealed to the rural reading 

public (Rao in Lent 2001: 55-56). One can almost discern traces of Goscinny and 

Uderzo’s mismatched, yet inseparable duo, the diminutive Asterix and the menhir-

wielding Obelix, in the characters of Chacha Chaudhary and Sabu.  

 

In reviewing the current situation of the Indian comic-book industry, Rao notes the 

thematic expansion in the productions of smaller comic-book companies like Raj 

Comics and Manoj Comics – strange medieval fantasies, gory horror tales, and 

westernized superhero adventures. They represent an element of the much-maligned 

‘pulp fiction’ culture that caters to the ‘lower end’ of the reading public, such as 

migrant workers or the rural ‘neo-literate’ lower class. This is perhaps one reason why 

writers and illustrators of Indian comics have been hesitant to market themselves as 

such in a world where entrenched notions of class and status still hold sway, and why 

working in comics is viewed as a ‘stepping stone’ to better work opportunities in 
                                                 
25 In Hindi, the word refers to ‘armed bandits’. 
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advertising or magazine illustration (Rao in Lent 2001: 58-62). Nevertheless, the 

popularity of these themes and characters indicates somewhat that there is little or no 

public interest in comics based on characters and themes from India’s tribal/aboriginal 

communities. Rao mentions a comic called Sudden Muanga (which narrates the 

adventures of a Mizo cowboy called Sudden Muanga) produced by a Northeastern 

tribal community known as the Mizos, which she considers ‘a refreshing reminder of 

the diversity… of …other publications…that have not been exposed to a national 

audience’ (Rao in Lent 2001: 61). 

 

A remarkable way in which cartoons and comic books have been addressing issues 

pertinent to North-eastern and other minority Indian communities can be found in the 

work of an organisation called World Comics India (WCI). This ‘is a conglomeration 

of artists, media persons, social activists and grassroots people…formed in June 

2002… to formulate a social movement that identifies comics as a powerful tool to 

perpetuate social change’ (World Comics India, 2004). The comics produced are 

simple, black and white, four panel narratives that shine a spotlight on social issues 

like alcoholism and female infanticide, the environment, politics and culture. The 

language in the comics varies from region to region, English for states like Nagaland, 

Assamese for Assam and so on. They are created for the neo-literate and illiterate 

social groups of these regions, with the aim of stimulating them to ask questions about 

these taboo topics, to raise their self-awareness, and to motivate positive change in 

their lives and in their communities. It is a challenging agenda but judging from the 

number of workshops and exhibitions held so far, the WCI is gradually spreading the 

word. 

 

However, India’s first graphic novel, Sarnath Bannerjee’s Corridor (2004) – 

written in English – is perhaps significant for the continued cultural re-evaluation of 

the comic-book form, and its thematic potential, by the Indian reading public. Yet a 

disclaimer must be inserted here: India’s reading public generally, though not 

absolutely, consume comics, books and magazines published in their own regional 
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languages, and not all of them read or write (as opposed to speak) the English 

language as fluently as they do their mother tongues. Therefore a publication like 

Corridor, until it is disseminated into the multitudes of languages in India, will reach 

only a small section of upper and middle-class English-educated Indians, again not all 

of whom would embrace the concept of the graphic novel, perhaps because it appears 

too similar to the pulpy comic books read by their children.  

 

This now leads me to the question of the graphic novel and the discourses it has 

generated in the West. In simple terms, the graphic novel can be understood initially as 

a ‘grown-up’ relation to the comic book, though it is stylistically a younger, more 

recent development of the traditional word-image narrative form. The term ‘graphic 

novel’ itself has been disputed by nit-pickers, ‘over-used by the media’ (Duc 2005) 

and dismissed by comics creators who don’t ‘need another couple of words to make 

me feel like I’m doing something worthwhile’ (Sacco in Duc 2005). Thus, a more 

complex definition is needed since the elements that distinguish a graphic novel from 

a comic book can be arguably subjective. In this light, Sabin’s (1993: 235-236) loosely 

categorized list of three types of graphic novel is useful as a starting point towards 

defining the genre. 

 

Sabin’s first type is ‘a one-shot book-form publication involving a continuous 

comics narrative, of a scope that is longer than a normal comic... [and] published 

without prior serialisation…’ (Sabin 1993: 235). Contemporary examples of works 

that sit within this category, though not without some jostling, are the following: the 

fotonovela-like hallucinatory noirish thriller I, Paparazzi (2001) by writer Pat 

McGreal, photographer Stephen John Phillips and digital artist Steven Parke; the 

coming-of-age memoir Blankets (2003) by Craig Thompson; Daniel Quinn’s fantasy 

of The Man Who Grew Young (2001) and Max Alan Collins’ Irish American 30s 

gangster saga Road To Perdition (2002).  
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The second type Sabin describes ‘as a pre-serialised work, which… appears in 

sections in an anthology comic before being collected into a volume’. He compares 

this with ‘bit-part novel publishing in the last century [here, the nineteenth
 
century], as 

exemplified by the work of Charles Dickens’ (Sabin 1993: 235). As I understand it, 

examples of the second type are probably the most familiar: the weekly, monthly or 

bi-monthly issues of superhero cliff-hanger narratives like traditional favourites 

Superman, Batman, Spiderman and the adventures of the various superhero leagues, 

the Asian manga26 and manhua27 instalments, and the more recent original titles such 

as Planetary, Strangers in Paradise, Promethea, the compelling Sandman series 

[whose creator Neil Gaiman fittingly chose to conclude after the death of the title 

character], 100 Bullets, and the extremely thoughtful Concrete books, to name only a 

few.  

 

Sabin then identifies the third kind of graphic novel as ‘a section of a comics 

continuity’ which ‘can be a collection of four or six or twelve or however many 

instalments in a single volume, with the added provision that the creator has 

consciously worked towards the longer framework’ (Sabin 1993: 236). Here, we can 

cite as example again, the single magazine issues of the Sandman series that were later 

collected and re-published as the eleven volumes that make up The Sandman Library.  

 

Despite the apparent novelty and increasing popularity of the graphic novel form, 

Sabin points out that ‘graphic novels were in existence long before the term itself was 

coined’ (Sabin 1993: 236). Will Eisner’s 1978 A Contract With God may well be the 

first American graphic novel, as we understand the term today. The term only took on 

a new meaning in the midst of the hype surrounding the ‘superhero revisionist stories’ 

(Sabin 1996: 162) of the late 1980s, which were: Batman: The Dark Knight Returns 

                                                 
26 Japanese comics often possessing a linear storyline that extends to several volumes (See 
Frequently Used terms, 2006). 
27 A Chinese term commonly used in Hong Kong to mean ‘cartoons’ or ‘comics’ (See Hong, 
2002).  
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(1986) by Frank Miller, and Watchmen (1986) by Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons. 

Public relations departments gave publishers the idea of selling  

adult comics to a wider public by giving them another 
name: specifically, by associating them with novels, and 
disassociating them from comics. They hoped that, even 
though the actual stories were about superheroes, people 
would buy them on the grounds that they represented a 
“new wave” in literature. (Sabin 1996: 165) 

 

But in Europe, the graphic novel in its album-form comic incarnation was already 

established and popular with the reading public – for example, Herge’s Tintin comics, 

and Goscinny and Uderzo’s Asterix series. Also, ‘comics as a distinct discipline was 

institutionally introduced by the Institut d’Art et d’Archeologie [in Paris] as early as 

1972 and a special subject, “L’Histoire et L’Esthetique de la bande dessinée,” has 

been taught by one of the leading figures in comics analysis, Francis Lacassin’ 

(Bongco 2000: 13). 

 

While the European response to the ‘new wave’ could be seen as suitably 

underwhelmed, in the US, Sabin notes that the hype was working. Graphic novels (in 

their various lengths and volumes) were turning up in public libraries and respectable 

bookstores. Literary reviews were popularising the names and comics of writers and 

artists whose previous readerships, which had consisted largely of serious comic-book 

fans and young children, most of whom were of the male sex, were now expanding to 

include women readers and the prose-reading purists. Moreover, Sabin observes that  

[t]his was a cue for mainstream book publishers to enter the 
fray. In time, Penguin, Gollancz, Mandarin, Boxtree and 
many others launched graphic novel lines. As well as using 
comics creators, some publishers tried to adapt the novels 
of popular authors into graphic form (as happened in the 
case of Clive Barker and James Herbert), while others even 
attempted to commission graphic novels from authors such 
as Doris Lessing. (Sabin 1996: 165)  
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Judging from the mainstream public and literary interest thus generated, it would 

appear that graphic novels now ‘exist in their own right as a definable category of 

comic…’ (Sabin 1993: 248). But the form still grapples with an identity crisis of sorts. 

To the general observer, the graphic novel may be nothing more than an upwardly 

mobile member of the comic book fraternity, more a dark horse than a sure shot where 

serious ‘book-culture’ status is concerned. In the US, its predecessors, the comic book 

and the newspaper cartoon strip, were once considered the purveyors of all things 

slapstick, lowbrow, childish, immature, sensationalistic, rude, violent and immoral 

(see Wertham 1954; and Fulce in Williams 1994), although in Europe, Latin America 

and Asia, BD or bande dessinee28, fotonovelas, and manga respectively, cater to the 

reading tastes of both young and adult consumers. In these regions, the comic book in 

all its incarnations is, more often than not, a conventional and popular narrative 

medium for all ages, and not a childish legacy to be spurned.  

 

Over the years there have been signs that attitudes are mellowing. There is now a 

steadily-growing body of critical work on the comic book form that treats the subject 

matter as seriously as critics do the novel, short story or fine arts forms. Paul Gravett’s 

wonderful Graphic Novels: Stories to Change Your Life (2005) is fast becoming a 

classic introduction to the exemplary potential of the graphic novel. For comic book 

pundits like Eisner (1990), McCloud (1994) and Lent (2001), the comic book and its 

graphic novel offshoot have always proven worthy of critical study. To illustrate with 

a brief example, Eisner’s preliminary efforts to formulate a language out of this word-

image juxtaposition has been expanded upon in works such as McCloud’s 

Understanding Comics (1994), which is credited by Varnum and Gibbons (2001: xiii) 

as prompting ‘more scholarly discussion on comics than any other book in the English 

language.’ Kuhlman (2004) describes McCloud as ‘the semiotician of the comics 

industry… [responsible for inventing] codes and categories for various facets of 

comics…’ such as ‘parallel constructions, “in which words and pictures seem to 

follow very different courses without intersecting” and “montage” where words are 

                                                 
28 Literally, ‘designed strips’ (See Sherzer 1980: 403, f/n1). 
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treated as integral parts of the picture”… (Kuhlman, 2004). In Illustrating Asia (2001), 

Lent presents the scholarly works of many native and Western commentators on the 

historical, social, and political elements in the comic books/cartoons/picture books 

produced by diverse Asian cultures. 

  

Innovative texts like Neil Gaiman’s The Sandman series, Chris Ware’s Jimmy 

Corrigan and Quimby the Mouse (as well as Baru’s BD-manga hybrid L’Autoroute du 

soleil, Dominique Goblet’s mixed-media influenced comics, Raúl Fernández Calleja 

and Felipe H. Cava’s Berlin 1931 and others [in Nevins, Beaty and Gravett 2004]) 

serve to confirm the view that the medium represents an important evolution in a 

hybrid word-image tradition that spans, among others, cave art, body decoration, 

Celtiberian tesserae hospitales29 and stelai30, hieroglyphs, the Bayeaux Tapestry, 

illuminated manuscripts, the wordless woodcut narratives of Masereel and Ward, the 

Classics Illustrated, and post WWII Britain’s picture digests. 

  

Already, Baetens speaks of  

the great diversity of the range in the various continental 
[italics added] traditions (for instance underground 
“comix”, and feminist comics, high-art graphic novels, 
critical superheroes-fiction) whose separation is nowadays 
increasingly difficult to maintain. (Baetens 2001: 7)  

 

This narrative medium is gradually moving from the periphery to the centre of genuine 

academic enquiry. The analytical concerns have ranged from the ideological (Baetens 

2001; Barker 1989; Juno 1997; Schmitt 1992; Williams 1994), the aesthetic (Abbot 

1986; Carrier 2000; Harvey 1996), the cultural (Inge 1990; Reitberger and Fuchs 

1972; Silberman and Dyroff 1986), and the historical (Sabin, 1993, 1996; Weiner 

2003; Witek 1989). As part of this general movement, the National Association of 

                                                 
29Hospitality and trade pacts usually written on small bronze tablets in second century BC-second 
century AD central Spain (See Rose 2003: 172).  
30Discoid limestone funerary monuments (ibid: 166).  
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Comics Art Educators or NACAE in the United States of America has been 

established with these objectives: to promote comics acceptance within art and 

educational institutions, [to counsel and assist] schools in developing comic art 

programs, [and to offer] curriculum support for teachers (NACAE n.d.). 

 

The following seminal texts – Art Spiegelman’s Maus volumes, Joe Sacco’s The 

Fixer, Safe Area Goradze and Palestine, Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis volumes, Miné 

Okubo’s Citizen 13660 (Kelso 2004) and Ryan Inzana’s Johnny Jihad – have 

demonstrated the flexibility of the medium to embrace themes and perspectives that 

are distinctly non-super heroic and more socio-realistic. These works narrate personal 

experiences rooted in politically volatile contexts, such as the Holocaust, the Bosnian 

conflict, the Israeli-Palestinian standoff, Iran’s 1979 Islamic revolution, WWII 

internment camps for Japanese-Americans, and the current spectre of terrorist training 

camps, respectively. Though influenced to some degree by the alternative/ 

underground ‘commix’ sensibilities of the 60s and 70s in America, these texts 

(excepting Okubo’s) seem to occupy a slippery, left-of-the-middle place in the creative 

productions of the late twentieth
 
and early twenty-first century popular culture. Just as 

their protagonists repeat that epistemological struggle to grasp their created and 

imposed selves in the midst of larger political upheavals, so too these texts struggle to 

reconcile the sometimes divergent and contradictory urgencies of autobiography, 

biography, journalism, comics, and political critique. 

  

Kristian Williams (2005) notes a similar cross-disciplinarity in the works of an 

increasing number of writers, artists and journalists who, while not necessarily from 

the comic-book world, have used the comic book form to respond creatively to current 

events. For example, he cites the 1989 Brought to Light, which was the 

Brabner/Yeates-Moore/Sienkiewicz response to the 1984 bombing (allegedly 

supported by the CIA) of a press conference in La Penca, Nicaragua. The first half of 

the piece is a straightforward, plain-language narration of the events; the other half is 

‘a fable-like retelling of CIA history, narrated by a lonely, alcoholic eagle’ (Williams 
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2005: 52). This ‘topsy-turvy book’, as dubbed by one of its co-creators, exemplifies 

the sharp division between the ‘inherent subjectivity of comics and the newsroom’s 

dispassionate prose’, a division that problematizes ‘the debate over what journalism 

should be in the twenty-first century’ (Williams 2005: 52). 

 

The general drift towards cross-disciplinarity is perhaps one of the consequences 

of what Nericcio calls the ‘infection of image within the bodies of words…’ (Nericcio 

1995). Therefore, he suggests that if 

…image saturation is…impacting upon the intellectual/ 
social boundaries which have heretofore defined the 
literatures, then it seems urgent to note that the medium of 
graphic narrative [by which he means specifically comic 
books and graphic novels] is where local, identifiable acts 
of resistance to the corporate/network status quo may be 
observed. (Nericcio 1995)  

 

Nericcio identifies such ‘acts of resistance’ in the works of Gilbert Hernandez and 

Jaime Hernandez (together known as Los Bros Hernandez), stating that they ‘routinely 

question issues of representation indigenous to their medium…’ (1995). In Gilbert 

Hernandez’s ‘An American In Palomar’ (a short story in the collection Palomar: the 

heartbreak soup stories, 2003) we are exposed to the ‘imperialistic desires implicit in 

journalistic photography’ (Nericcio, 1995) through the figure of an American gringo 

photographer. Regarding Jaime Hernandez’s ‘How to Kill a…By Isabel Ruebens’ (in 

Love and Rockets Book 1, 1985), Nericcio sees this short story as ‘a meditation on 

identity and self-reflexivity worthy of Cervantes, Borges or Pynchon’ (Nericcio, 

1995). By discussing the works of the Hernandez brothers as both resistance and as 

symptomatic of the infiltration of Literature by the Image, Nericcio pinpoints the fact 

that we are living in an age where Image is all-pervasive, exercising a dubious power 

to mould perception and truth even greater than the written word. One can better 

understand why, in 1995, he urges ‘the critical community to confront the innovative 

space of graphic narrative: to understand it both as epitome of and reaction against an 

age obsessed with “moving” pictures’ (Nericcio 1995). 
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Thus to close this section, as we have seen, the deceptively simple narrative form 

of word and picture is being stretched and altered to carry a myriad stories told in 

equally myriad styles and perspectives. In the process, Duc, while calling the graphic 

novel ‘a significant cultural event of our times’, reminds us that  

[t]he whole new art movement is in its early days still and the 
current debate amongst the media, the publishing industry and 
comic creators – whether or not to promote it as different from 
the past production of comics – attests to its growing presence 
outside the sole field of comics. (Duc 2005) 
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Figure 23 Scans of selected comic book covers and pages, illustrating thematic and 
artistic diversity. 
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Figure 24 These selected images exemplify the atypical, indigenous characters and 
themes in comics from other cultures. 
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 Oral Folklore and Visual Storytelling: odd couple or seamless synthesis? 
 

In the earlier sections, I have noted the public, political bases of my fictional 

narrative. Yet they are not the only dynamics that have influenced its telling. If the 

visual and stylistic dimensions to the tale are to be found in its ‘graphic novelisation’ 

(which will be discussed in the later pages), then the contextual basis is the folklore of 

the Ao-Nagas, a repository of tales, myths, legends, and ancient beliefs: what is 

traditionally referred to as Tarnunger Otsu – literally, tales of the pre-historic Aos 

(Walunir 2003: 84).  

 

In the early, naïve days of this project, the guiding philosophy was the basic need 

to re-introduce an appreciation of Naga folklore into the contemporary Naga 

imagination. That re-introduction was to materialize in the form of scripted folktales 

suitable for illustration in a comic-book format, much like the Indian folktales and 

legends in the Amar Chitra Katha series. Accordingly, I formed a rudimentary 

proposal that involved comparing the situation of Naga folklore with the plight of the 

endangered tiger species of Asia, and how pop culture formats like the comic book 

could provide a ‘habitat’ for ancient stories just as the provision of physical habitats 

and sanctuaries ensured the protection and continuation of a threatened animal species. 

That comparison came about through my discovery of, and ruminations on, an ancient 

Naga folktale myth: that of the tiger-soul. It was a series of initial, serendipitous 

insights that could not be sustained as the research developed and I began to re-

evaluate the foundations of the project. 

   

Despite the fundamental changes this project has undergone, the basic philosophy 

remains the same: it is still encouraged and shaped by the desire to retell Ao-Naga 

folktales, thereby preserving their relevance as tribal heritage and marker of identity 

for a culture slowly edging its way into a globalised community. It is however a 

modest, limited effort in terms of global initiatives to preserve ‘cultural expressions’ 

(Nas 2002: 139). The preservation of cultural folklore and property has become more 
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than an academic concern; it has become a politically urgent and complex topic on a 

global scale, leading to the establishment of listings such as the UNESCO World 

Intangible Cultural Heritage (Nas 2002: 139). Such cultural folklore, property and so 

on can be brought under the banner of Indigenous Knowledge, a broad classificatory 

system that includes not only the ‘performances, mythology, rituals, and handicrafts’ 

of a particular local people in society, but also their ‘accumulated knowledge and 

philosophy of life acquired…from observing the practical effects of the activities of 

their daily life in tune with nature’ (Anonymous 2005: 2).  

 

But more than being just a pedagogic enterprise of salvage and education, this 

project further seeks to push the narrative capabilities of selected materials from the 

Tarnunger Otsu into a dimension they have not visited before, specifically the realm 

of visual narrative. As far as can be ascertained, there is no precedent for this in the 

present Naga literary culture. This is a significant issue because Ao-Naga customary 

laws prohibit substantial alterations in the oral literature of the tribe, whether it is of 

primary, secondary or tertiary origin. Thus a visual-based adaptation of traditional 

tales may be subject to a thoughtful and suspicious examination by the tribe’s 

knowledge-keepers. The concerns would perhaps range from simple points of 

correctly spelt names of people and places to more tricky issues of authenticity in 

illustrating the ancient Naga world and its people, the cultural implications in the 

choice of materials used and the manner of that usage, or the unknown responses from 

readers unaccustomed to ‘new’ treatments of their traditional materials. A personal 

email from Dr Temsula Ao (2005) highlights one positive reaction to those concerns, 

in her remark:  

Your exposition about the evolution of “comic” makes 
sense to me and I think that our folktales can be adapted to 
this genre not merely as some kind of propaganda for the 
west but as genuine literary exercises. (Private email 
correspondence) 
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Some of what follows is referenced from an unpublished 2003 Master of Philosophy 

dissertation – Narrative Responses of Ao Community: A Semiotic and Interpretative 

Study of ‘Tarnunger Otsu’ (2003), by Walunir – that applies semiotics to the study of 

Ao-Naga folklore. This document has been an invaluable help in illuminating my 

understanding of this aspect of the exegesis, partly because it is written in English, thus 

providing access to elusive, supplementary material, which is more often than not 

written in the Ao-Naga dialects. But there is a caveat: this dissertation is improperly 

referenced, contains repeated sentences and contains many grammatical and spelling 

errors. However, given that it provides a convenient access to materials in an 

inaccessible dialect, I have decided to continue using it, with care. 

 

As is generally the case in other oral traditions, a significant portion (that is, the 

Secondary Tradition) of the Ao-Naga oral tradition consists of folktales, or the 

Tarnunger Otsu. Walunir (2003: 24) classifies the Tarnunger Otsu into three broad 

categories: ‘Supernatural tales, Human tales, Animal Tales’. Mills (2003: 307) states 

that the Ao-Nagas do not have travellers’ tales, and ‘historical tales other than those 

purporting to relate the fortunes of some particular village are also uncommon’ (Mills 

2003: 310). But he also identifies a group of tales inspired by ‘the habits of animals and 

birds…’, another class of tales ‘concerned with the supposed derivations of the names 

of villages…’, and other tales which he considers ‘miscellaneous…, some…with 

endless variations and of enormous length’ (Mills 2003: 311, 314, 317). Ao (1999) 

divides Ao-Naga folklore into two broad categories, myths and tales. Defining myth as 

‘those narratives which relate to the very origin of creation and the being of man and 

the universe around him and are…invested with mystery…sacred and timeless’ (Ao 

1999: 98), she includes in this category a creation myth, and how and why stories, 

which are ‘generally accepted by the folk as “truestories”’ (Ao 1999: 98). As for the 

other category, tales, she considers them ‘narratives…[that contain] chronologically 

subsequent observations of man about life in general and about the life of nature around 

him’ (Ao 1999: 98). In this category, we find not only animal tales and supernatural 

tales, but also transformation tales and some heroine-oriented tales. These are the 

‘falsestories…inventions of man’s mind [created] in order to entertain, educate and 
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elucidate’ (Ao 1999: 98). As a sub-category of the supernatural tales, we may 

distinguish what Bendangangshi (1998: 163) calls ‘tales of miracle performers in Ao 

Naga history’. These tales relate the extraordinary exploits of ordinary human beings, 

such as Changpijanglangba who outwitted the creator god, Lijaba; Longkongla who 

ruthlessly avenged her son’s murder; Ongangla who was a seer and a healer; Dipusang 

who had power over all the creatures of the jungles, rivers and skies; and Imjati whose 

ability to breathe out fire was so awesome that he could force the tsungrems to restore 

his dead wife. Finally there was Nokzenba, who could transform himself into all kinds 

of insects or little creatures, but he accidentally lost his ability to the ancient Ahoms, 

and so he was the last of his kind among the Ao-Nagas (Bendangangshi 1998: 163-

169). 

 

Out of these four sources, only two, Ao and Walunir, make mention of the fact that 

customary law forbids substantial alterations of the myths and tales. As Ao tells us, the 

tradition-keepers maintain an intractable attitude to the original materials, banning all 

attempts to introduce variations to the tales, and as Walunir (2003: 11) adds, ‘One who 

transgresses or questions the validity of the oral accounts is imposed penalties and 

fines.’ 

  

A certain degree of sympathy is not out of place here. Ao-Naga identity, its sense of 

self, history and origin is completely reliant on a precarious but jealously guarded oral 

tradition. Like the other Naga tribes, a significant majority of the Ao-Nagas would not 

(if they consider the idea long enough) recognise themselves or their ancestors in the 

myths, tales and histories of Hindu-Muslim India. Not many Nagas would call 

themselves genuine Indian patriots. The Naga insurgency is simply the public, bloody 

eruption of, and response to, that lack of deep-seated, psychological recognition. So one 

can understand the near fanatical, reactionary defence against people who would 

suggest that the myth of Lungterok is a fantasy, and that, instead of emerging from six 

stones, our ancestors migrated from anywhere between Mongolia and South-east Asia. 

My own use of the tiger-soul myth, which is part of the ancient belief system, is 
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perhaps safe from this kind of censure because I suggest that this myth is not implicated 

in the politics of identity and recognition. As a parallel observation, comic book 

publishers seem to exhibit the same protective stance towards their most popular 

characters, like Batman, Superman, Wonder Woman, The Flash, or Green Lantern, 

allowing only minor, secondary, cosmetic alterations to the characters, costumes, origin 

tales and even their fictional chronology of events. Even if a dramatic variation is 

introduced that appears to permanently change the destiny of a major superhero (such 

as when Peter Parker discovers that he’s not the original Peter Parker, and that the 

Spiderman persona is derived from a series of cloned Spidermen), it does not last very 

long or it fails miserably. Comic book fans can be a traditional group, in their own way, 

and react with outrage at seemingly unnecessary changes; besides, the publishers have a 

stake in exploiting a traditional image for franchising and merchandising purposes. 

 

However, to highlight another potentially touchy issue, Walunir speaks of ‘the 

socially accepted spaces’ (2003: n.p. Ch. 4, ¶ 10) for the performance of the Tarnunger 

Otsu. These are, in order of importance, the arju or ariju, festival times, the workplace, 

and as Walunir calls it, bed, by which he means the private space of home, where the 

mother tells a bedtime story to the child. As we learned in Chapter 1, the arju is the 

formal, institutional space for the transmission of the Tarnunger Otsu by the elders to 

the young boys. At festival times, the histories of great men would be narrated. For the 

Aos, the workplace would obviously be in their farmlands, where songs and stories 

were traded informally by men and women during the sowing and harvesting times. 

These were the usual, accepted venues for the performance of folklore. 

  

But a graphic novel script, with its anticipated use of illustrations, may be another 

matter. In my work, the spirit of an oral tradition is being modified for a completely 

different format, or performance space. Not only is a fictional story being told about 

Ao-Naga culture, but also three traditional tales have been reproduced with certain 

amendments, and the myth of the tiger-soul has undergone several elaborations 

towards the end of the narrative. So there are changes to the conventional emphases of 
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the specific tales, whether it is the abhorrence of cannibalism, a father’s neglect of a 

son, or society’s fear of powerful women. In the script, those messages become 

subservient to the central narrative, with its focus on individuals seeking traditional 

stories for their personal reasons. The demands of this performance space include 

those of a visual nature, comprising not just a photograph or a black and white sketch, 

but a projected series of sequential images. 

  

Thus it is necessary to clarify the concepts offered in this section’s title – ‘oral 

folklore’ and ‘visual storytelling’. By referring to the particular cultural concerns 

attached to my project and the published works of established comic book writers, let 

us consider just how far we can explore this junction of oral folklore and the comic 

book format. Banks and Wein have observed that the convergence of traditional tales 

and the comic book shows itself in a variety of modes: 

 …from wholesale reproductions to imaginative variations 
and alterations of well-known folk narratives, from the 
subtle inclusion of motifs, references, and particularly, folk 
beliefs, in story-lines and characterizations, to the blatant 
reintroduction of stock folkloric characters. (Banks and 
Wein 1998) 

 

Their analysis of this convergence focuses on the comic book writers’ reliance on 

what they call ‘a modified version of the older academic theory of archetypes, the 

personification of stock elements, and an understanding of the collective 

unconsciousness of the collective unconscious’ (Banks and Wein 1998). As 

illustration, they refer to ‘the characterization of the Swamp Thing as the Green Man 

of folklore, …“the trickster” in relation to John Constantine, …and the central role of 

the Hecatae in Sandman’ (Banks and Wein 1998). This modification of material based 

on folklore motifs, Jungian archetypes, the works of Frazer, Lang and Campbell, 

religious imagery and even concepts from the so-called divinatory arts of tarot and 

astrology, they state, allows the writer and reader both to safely explore ‘the 

interconnection of the real and the unreal, the mythic and the factual, the worldly and 

the otherworldly…’ (Banks and Wein 1998). Of course, Marvel Comics has had a 



 

 122

long-standing contract with Norse mythology, in the figure of Thor, and in recent 

years, Marvel writers have added the figures of Hercules and Ares to their stable of 

‘myth-oriented books’ (Tramountanas 2005). Although in comparison to the Swamp 

Thing/Constantine/Sandman example, where folklore and mythical symbols are 

subject to complex, even post-modern interpretations, the narratives from this Marvel 

line may hold a greater appeal for readers who prefer their adapted myths the same 

way they view the Norse and Greek gods – powerful figures whose dramatic, 

emotional lives keep them enthralled, not intellectually bemused. But that these two 

kinds of works exist and indeed thrive in the comic book world is indicative of the 

continuing allure and attraction of folklore, myth and fable. 

 

This particular thematic impulse, a la Banks and Wein, lies at the heart of my 

graphic novel script, Alila and the Gift of the Tiger-Soul. In its modified use of the 

tiger-soul motif for the central narrative, in its story-in-story recitation of three Ao-

Naga transformation folktales, and in the variations of the hero (Ravi)/heroine 

(Asenla) quest, the script presents both a ‘wholesale reproduction’ and ‘imaginative 

alteration’ of specific folktale motifs and indigenous cultural symbols. 

 

At another, perhaps more holistic level, we can regard the narrative itself as an 

ambitious attempt to grapple with the mythological and factual elements of Naga 

culture. The ‘mythological’ involves not only the obvious myth of the tiger-soul, but 

also what Campbell (1976: 5) calls ‘a mythological canon’ which he describes as ‘an 

organization of symbols, ineffable in import, by which the energies of aspiration are 

evoked and gathered toward a focus.’ 

  

When that rationale is applied to what we have learned so far about Naga society 

and culture, and as they are articulated in the script, we can perhaps identify two 

canons of so-called local myth that have influenced the community, in real-life and in 

its fictional incarnation. One of these canons is that of Protestant Baptist Christianity, 

here manifested in Naga culture through its stark crucifixes, hard wooden benches, and 



 

 123

revival meetings spit-full of salvation through Jesus. Naturally, for many religious 

Nagas, their belief is real, not mythological in the sense of their religion being 

classified as a collection of grandiose, imaginative stories. But that canon also operates 

under the shadow of another complicated concept – an imagined, pre-historic 

homeland known as Nagalim where independent Naga culture can develop to its 

fullest potential. The actualization of Nagalim depends on a real-life appropriation of 

Naga-dominated territories in India and Myanmar. Consequently, religion and 

territorial politics work together to create a combined myth, as exemplified in the rebel 

motto, Nagalim for Christ. This religious overtone to an independence struggle has 

endowed near-legendary status on men like the late A. Phizo, and present rebel leaders 

Muivah, Khaplang and Swu – powerful old men who dream and preach and pray and 

attend peace talks and arm their soldiers.  

 

 In my script, these canons are expressed in subtle manifestations, in the political 

aspirations of former Baptist preacher, Nochet Ao and his employment of a private 

militia that includes both former child insurgents and former Myanmar Naga 

tribesmen, and in the indirect references to the Naga struggle in Ravi’s field notes, and 

scattered dialogue between various other characters. 

  

As a result, the conceptual play of ‘myth’ in the narrative is not entirely 

straightforward, or folkloric in the traditionally accepted sense. ‘The idea,’ say Banks 

and Wein, ‘is not to consciously follow or obey a set pattern…’ by which they mean 

writers should discard ‘a conscious use of academically “identified” archetypes…’ in 

favour of ‘…the development of characterizations that fit our past and unconscious 

definition of archetypes’ (Banks and Wein 1998). That latter feature can be noted in 

comic book narratives that reference folklore motifs and theories, and also perhaps in 

texts that have adapted classical oral narratives, historical events or well-known fairy-

tales into a comic book, or comic books that were subsequently turned into movies. 

(Examples include Will Eisner’s The Princess and the Frog (2000), The Last Knight: 

An Introduction to Don Quixote (2000), Moby Dick (2001), Sundiata: A Legend of 
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Africa (2003), and Frank Miller’s 1999 The Complete Works: 300.) To cite another 

celebrated instance, Eric Shanower’s ongoing comic book series Age of Bronze, based 

partly on the Trojan War in Homer’s Iliad, is a painstakingly researched, intricately 

detailed and illustrated retelling of the tragedies, intrigues, relationships and battles of 

the Trojan cycle. His work was such a good enough retelling that it won Shanower the 

2001 Will Eisner Award for Best Writer/Artist – a category of awards named for the 

late cartoonist Will Eisner; often considered the Oscars of the comics industry, The 

Will Eisner Comic Industry Awards was established in 1987 and is an annual event 

held at the Comic-Con International, San Diego (See The Eisner Awards FAQ, 2007). 

In recreating this chronicle for a twenty-first century audience, Shanower has 

eliminated ‘genealogies of the characters and repetitions of speeches…and the 

supernatural elements’ and focused on the ‘traditional story’ which is ‘full of sex, 

violence, greed, drama, betrayal, conflict…’ (Hoerdemann 2007). This progressive 

retelling is balanced and framed by Shanower’s ‘fine-lined style in black and white 

drawings evoking woodcuts and classical paintings’ (Hoerdemann 2007). In addition, 

according to Petruso, despite instances of what he calls ‘archaeological license’, he 

commends Shanower’s great care in  

…depicting the design, construction and rigging of ancient 
Mediterranean vessels. His Mycenaean chariots are faithful 
renderings of chariots depicted on both vases and frescoes. 
Agamemnon is drawn with face, moustache and beard that 
are clearly modeled on the most famous gold death mask 
from Grave Circle A. The great king is shown pouring a 
libation into the depression in the floor adjacent to his 
throne. (Petruso 2001) 

 

In a follow-up review of the second volume of Age of Bronze, Petruso notes that with 

the ‘[r]adical transformations of ancient works from one medium to another…the 

audience of each age gets the Iliad and Odyssey it deserves, in the medium it invents’ 

(Petruso 2006). 

 

Expanding further on that last thought, we perceive with some dismay that India’s 

Amar Chitra Katha (or ACK) comic book series is a far cry, in terms of style, artwork, 
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dialogue, layout and agendas, from the sophistication, subtlety and complexity of the 

original source materials, such as the epics the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. Begun 

in the 1970s by Anant Pai, India’s version of Marvel Comics’ Stan Lee, the ACK 

series was Pai’s solution ‘for parents [of children ignorant of their culture and history] 

to accomplish the task of cultural education with little effort ’(Rao in Lent 2001: 43). 

Without question, the ACK series was a ‘wholesale reproduction’ of Indian myth and 

history, a venture that also unfortunately reproduced and perpetuated ancient biases 

against women, minorities and other religions and races, not to mention the ‘uncritical’ 

renderings of the caste system. Wryly, Rao tells us: ‘[t]he fact that the source could be 

reinterpreted for contemporary thought had not occurred to’ the writers (in Lent 2001: 

46).  

 

A few dramatic changes in such adaptations have recently come to light. In 1992, 

the anime community welcomed The Prince of Light: The Legend of Ramayana, a 

collaboration between director Yugo Sako and producer Krishna Shan. According to 

its website, 

Combining the Japanese School of Animation, MANGA, 
with the ministry of the Indian School of Animation, Ravi 
Varma, the lyrical qualities of Disney’s musical, The 
Prince of Light is a true Fusion style of animation, mixing 
the art, romance, music and stunning visual power of the 
East and West. (The Prince of Light 2000) 

 

As a result of this fusion, one commentator points out that the two principal 

characters,  

Rama and Lakshmana look rather like Samurai warriors, 
and the action sequences are graced by swordfights based 
on the Japanese kenjutsu tradition, but the characters 
deliver their speeches in a style reminiscent of the acting 
tradition in Indian folk theater, though with a certain 
Manga twist. (Roy 2004) 

 



 

 126

However, the most dramatic change to the Ramayana epic can be seen in Ramayan 

3392 A.D. (formerly Ramayan Reborn) – Virgin Comics’ 2006 offering from its 

Indian Shakti stable. (The online version of the comic is at 

http://www.virgincomics.com/ramayan.html) In the foreword, available in digital form 

at the Newsarama website, self-help guru Deepak Chopra and film director Shekhar 

Kapur, the authors of this futuristic, post-apocalyptic tale of the Ramayana assure us 

that it is 

…not a re-telling…but a symbolic representation of similar 
mythical symbols that are meant to be understood in the 
contextual framework of a cross-cultural post-modern, 
multi-ethnic, global society. From time to time, new 
mythologies spark the imagination of the collective 
unconsciousness and lay the ground for the telling of a 
story that has such impact that it influences the behaviour, 
the values, and the codes of morality of an entire 
civilization. (Newsarama 2006) 

 

With its obvious parallels of plot and characters to The Lord of the Rings narrative, 

and even perhaps the Star Wars movies, Ramayan 3392 A.D. has displaced this epic 

tale from its traditional, cultural roots and stripped it down to a lean, mean super-hero 

fable that echoes the styles and sensibilities of conventional Western productions. 

Glossy, digitally refined artwork, yet ordinary panel layouts and run of the mill 

dialogue ensure that the transformation is complete. Nevertheless, it is an ambitious 

series that, along with other similar comics like Devi, Ganesha and The Sadhu, 

attempts to do for twenty-first century India’s burgeoning comics industry what 

manga has done for Japan, and what the late ACK series struggled to nourish in its 

final years. 

   

It might be worthwhile to insert here an observation about how the marketing of 

these comics have been guided predominantly, not by the traditional ideals of cultural 

or pedagogic values, but by a sanguine analysis of the global entertainment market, 

which Virgin Comics estimates will include some ‘550 million kids under the age of 

20 in the next 10 years in India alone’ (About Us 2007). Fuelled by this image of the 

http://www.virgincomics.com/ramayan.html
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potential comic book reader as a modern capitalist consumer, the re-invention of the 

‘rich, indigenous narratives of Asia’ and the creation of original ‘character properties’ 

is only the first step in their subsequent development into ‘film, television, animation, 

gaming, wireless content, online, merchandise and more’ (About Us 2007).  

 

Many, if not all, aspiring comic book writers and artists dream of precisely this 

happy sequence of developments for their products, but few have cultivated such a 

love-hate relationship with this aspect of the comic book industry as has the 

idiosyncratic British writer, Alan Moore. As writer-creator of Watchmen (1986), the 

revamped Swamp Thing of issues 21 to 64 (1987), From Hell (1999), the Promethea 

books (1999-2005), The League of Extraordinary Gentleman series (2002-2007) and V 

for Vendetta (1988) among others, Moore has watched his works travel from the 

underground and marginalized channels into the mainstream comics and film markets. 

In the process, the market has transformed him into a ‘commodified cult icon’ 

(Whitson 2006). So, even as he attacks DC Comics’ Vertigo line as his ‘bastard child’, 

removes ‘his name from the credits to the movie version of V for Vendetta’, and 

revolts ‘against…the formal conventions of the comic book’ through his 

‘experimentation with panel and narrative conventions’ (Whitson 2006), ironically, 

Moore’s name continues to guarantee comics consumer interest and sales. But in this 

increasingly globalised era of modern entertainment and consumerism, where the 

video-gaming industry has already supplanted comic books in terms of sales and 

popularity (due in part to a game’s addictive form of pseudo-narrative interactivity, the 

sense of hard-fought achievement and reward, and for online games, the strange allure 

and comfort of one’s physical isolation in the midst of a somewhat faceless, virtual 

public space), I infer that, as storytelling formats go, this non-interactive, sequential 

narrative form known as the comic book may become relevant for an increasingly 

adult readership, the majority of whom perhaps view the twenty-first century gaming 

phenomenon as a foreign country where the rules and lingo shift at random. If that is 

the case, then the comparatively predictable world of comics and graphic novels needs 

to encourage, and continue with, the infusion of innovative, mature writing with 

innovative, mature art that appeals to the (one hopes) mature, discerning reader.  
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 As a final case in point, and in contrast to the artistic vision behind Ramayan 3392 

A.D., Patrick Atangan blazes a different path both artistically and thematically in terms 

of adapting traditional tales. His works show a preference for illustrating the volumes 

of his Asian folktale series, Songs of Our Ancestors, in the style of the ‘relics or 

artifacts from that culture’ (Contino 2005).  Thus, in 2002’s The Yellow Jar, Atangan 

presents two Japanese morality tales in ‘the ukiyo-e style, or images of the floating 

world…’ (Ohlsen 2003) which are reminiscent of traditional Japanese woodblock 

prints. The Silk Tapestry (2004) depicts three Chinese fables about artistic vision in the 

style of Chinese scroll paintings. The art in Tree of Love (2005) (based on two similar 

Indian folktales) is influenced by ‘the style of Rajput and Mughal paintings’ and the 

book is drawn ‘as a sequence of polyptychs…paintings where a sequence of events is 

depicted as a single landscape’ (Atangan in Contino 2005). What is more, he has 

written ‘the entire piece in rhyming verse’ (Contino 2005).  

 

This diverse treatment of the themes and images of folklore harks back to some of 

the ideas proposed by the late Will Eisner in his pioneering works Comics & 

Sequential Art (1986) and Graphic Storytelling (1990). Eisner was committed to the 

idea of comics as literature. He saw it as a medium for telling not just funny jokes or 

superhero adventures but also personal memoirs, folklore, autobiography, and 

adaptations of classic tales. Thus, in her examination of Eisner’s contribution to 

graphic narrative, de Vos identifies several key concepts that reinforce the connection 

between oral storytelling and the comic book format. Speaking from the perspective of 

oral storytelling performances, de Vos suggests that the comic book is  

…probably the closest literary genre to the oral art of 
telling a story. Both the comic book and the oral tale 
depend on dialogue and tone of voice, body language and 
gestures, and timing for an effective experience for the 
audience. … [T]hese…forms require the audience to 
actively participate in the understanding of the story; 
the…audience…decode[s] the words and silences, the body 
language and the voice [to imagine]…the characters, the 
stage and the action…of the tale. … [T]he reader [of the 
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comic book] must speculate on what happens in the gutters 
(the space between the panels) [and]…read the visual cues 
to interpret the story…. (de Vos 2001) 

 

Further, de Vos states that the use of stereotypes is common in both folklore and in 

comic books, because ‘there is not a great deal of time or space available to develop a 

character in comparison to a film or a novel’ (de Vos 2001).  

 

de Vos’s next concept is the initial ‘understanding between the teller and the 

listener, or reader’ (2001) that something comprehensible is told, and that the audience 

must be able to comprehend the telling. While the oral storyteller must therefore work 

hard to achieve this, it is the reader of the comic book who must ‘understand things 

like implied time, space, motion, sound and emotions. In order to do this, the reader 

must not only draw on visceral reactions but also make use of an accumulation of 

experience as well as reasoning’ (Eisner in de Vos 2001). 

 

In comics, a character’s hand and body gestures, and significant poses, can be 

dramatic substitutes for dialogue, and create a more vivid experience in one’s reading 

of the images. Similarly, in an oral telling, ‘gestures are effective because they 

translate more directly into specific and powerful images in the listener’s mind…’ (de 

Vos 2001). However, in an oral telling, many of the images are conveyed through 

speech, body language and non-verbal cues. A comic relies on speech balloons, fonts, 

textual marks like exclamation points and brackets, lettering styles and stylized 

rendering of sound effects to do the same. 

  

Lastly, de Vos (2001) equates Eisner’s reliance on a prologue to ‘quickly 

introduce’ the protagonist with the standard recital of a ‘brief anecdote’ at the opening 

of an oral tale. This is used either to make  

…the story relevant to the audience or [provide] an 
explanation of something within the tale…and [to create] 
the transition from the world of the listener to the world of 
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the story. The told story…also employs a closing, which 
aids in the transition from the world of the story back into 
the listener’s real realm. (de Vos 2001) 

 

In the case of a comic book, such closings occur ‘by turning the page or closing the 

book’ (de Vos 2001). 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

THE GRAPHIC NOVEL SCRIPT: Re-imagining a Naga narrative 

 

Note that the screenplay is pure exterior, 
pure surface. There is no interior 
monologue; no getting inside characters’ 
heads; no speculation as to what characters 
are thinking or what their motivations might 
be; no digressions into theme, meaning, or 
even personal, anecdotal, or parenthetical 
amusements on the writer’s part.  

 
Nathaniel Kohn, The Screenplay as 
Postmodern Literary Exemplar: Authorial 
Distraction, Disappearance, Dissolution, 
2000 

 

 
What is a Comic Script? 
 

 
In Oral and Written Effects and Sources in the Clanranald Histories, William 

Gillies tentatively describes a late seventeenth century Gaelic text called the 

Clanranald Histories as ‘not a fixed text, but as something inchoate, in a state of 

coming into being… [where] chronicle, genealogy, and learned and popular seanchas 

were to be leavened by poetry and the tale-teller’s art or the romancer’s art’ (in 

Scheuneman 1996: 32). Though the association may appear incongruous, I consider 
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Alila and The Gift of the Tiger-Soul (hereafter The Gift) to be a similarly alterable 

piece of text. While focused on treating particular historical realities through the 

prisms of speculative fiction, myth and visual narrative, The Gift is also a loosely-

bound collection of words, ideas and images that, similar to Kohn’s authorless 

screenplay, can only attain some conclusive shape in the hands of its future translator, 

the comic-book artist. 

 

Thus from the very outset, it should be apparent from reading The Gift that it is an 

inchoate thing, still in a state of transition. By which I mean that the work (as it is 

here) has not yet settled into its final form, and that its inchoateness is partly due to the 

mixing of narrative genres and partly the hybrid format in which it is intended to 

appear. The presence of different narrators, perspectives and multiple stories are 

subject to change as and when the final form is reached. Moreover, this makes the 

tension between the visual and the written aspects of this creative product a curious 

one, given that it is being presented as a written work, incomplete without the 

proposed illustrations. Consequently, this chapter now focuses, not on an examination 

of a finished product, but on an examination of the script per se, its structural and 

thematic concerns, and its potential effect on what I would call Naga narrative.  

 

But first we must acquaint ourselves with that other hybrid creature – the comic 

book script. Despite a decent abundance of guides (in book-form and web-based) that 

attempt to teach the novice writer how to approach writing a comic book script, 

writing a graphic novel script is still a frustrating and challenging endeavour, and is 

probably not for the faint-hearted. That fact is made abundantly clear after one has 

examined an assortment of texts, like the following:  

• Writing Comic Books, with Buddy Scalera (The Writing Show 2006: podcast 
interview transcript),  

• Joe Edkin’s online guide to Writing for Comic Books (May 2006),  

• Nat Gertler and Steve Lieber’s The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Creating a 
Graphic Novel (2004),  
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• Mike Chinn’s Writing and Illustrating the Graphic Novel (2004),  

• Tony Caputo’s Visual Storytelling (2003),  

• Dennis O’Neil’s The DC Comics Guide to Writing Comics (2001),  

• Neil Gaiman’s 24-page script of Calliope, a short story in The Sandman 
Volume 3: Dream Country (1991) and, 

• Kurt Busiek’s memo (the online version) On Writing for Comics (Busiek 
1988). 

 

Throughout this section, I will be referring to some of the above references, and other 

sources, as I explore some of the concepts and rules of comic-book script construction 

that influenced my graphic novel script. (For the sake of convenience and brevity, I 

will now use the phrase ‘graphic script’ instead of ‘graphic novel script’ when 

discussing The Gift, and ‘comic script’ when referring to the comic book script format 

in general, and for those scripts created by other writers.) 

  

To start with the basics, a script for an average graphic novel is the same as a 

comic script, except that the former has a greater number of pages and takes longer to 

create than a 24-page comic. They can both be likened to a play script, though 

certainly there are more stylistic differences than there are similarities. They can both 

also be regarded as filmic storyboards, but with one difference, says Jim Steranko (in 

Caputo 2003: 176): ‘comic panels can change their size throughout the story; the other 

forms [meaning film, TV, game animation] have a static screen or frame that does not 

change’. 

 

What is the general purpose of a comic script? As the comics industry is defined 

by its collaborative nature, usually a comic script is not only the narrative text of a 

projected comic book, but also the writer’s instructions to the artist, preferably with 

enough information and flexibility to enable the latter to translate the ‘writing into a 

story that’s visually engaging’ (Stevenson 2003). To achieve this ideal, O’Neil advises 

us to  
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[t]hink of comics as a language comprised of two separate 
and vastly different elements [words and images] used in 
tandem to convey information. …[Y]ou must be, or 
become, as fluent in this hybrid language as you are in your 
mother tongue. (O’Neil 2001: 12) 

 

According to Chinn (2004: 4), the vocabulary or elements of such a language can, 

roughly, be placed under four all-purpose categories – Panels, Framing Devices, 

Speech and Captions, and Characterization. We shall look at each category one by 

one. 

 

Panels: A panel refers to ‘a box containing a single picture – a moment in time… 

The picture is usually referred to as a shot…[which] can be in close-up, long shot, 

middle distance or extreme close-up’ (Chinn 2004: 22). Joe Edkin states that when 

describing a panel, ‘we write as if the artist is taking a picture. We often refer to the 

“camera” with the assumption that the artist [sic] is the cinematographer (the person in 

the filmmaking process responsible for camera placement and lighting design)’ (Edkin 

2006). Panels normally fit on the page in a simple grid pattern – five to seven panels 

per comic page…’ (Chinn 2004: 22). For dramatic effect, artists can sometimes 

modify this standard layout by adding inset or floating panels on the main background. 

There are also two main variations of a page – a splash page which ‘is normally the 

opening page… [and contains] the logo…main title and subtitle…and artist and writer 

credits. A full-page shot is just one huge panel, covering a single comic 

page…effective [for conveying] a large, chaotic scene with many figures’ (Chinn 

2004: 22). Panels can be laid out horizontally, vertically, as two-page spreads, or even 

overlap one another. Each successive panel must capture those moments in time that 

carry the story along. Steranko notes that the ‘challenge is to create a kind of weight, 

texture and colour balance on the pages using various-sized panels and components 

within them’ (Steranko in Caputo 2003: 183). Versatile artists can achieve great 

effects by simply manipulating panel layouts, or by ignoring them altogether. An 

example follows.  
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Figure 25 An innovative example of a comics page that ignores standard panel layouts 
- Agamemnon’s hair as background and framing device. (See Shanower 2001). Image 
used with permission.   

 

Framing Devices: These are used to draw the reader’s eye to an important part of 

the panel or to emphasize one panel over the rest. While the four sides of a panel are 
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usually adequate as framing devices, Chinn reveals that there are other ways to create 

framing devices: ‘by having the character in closer shot than the others, by having the 

others [characters] spread evenly on either side (like a small audience) providing a 

focus point, or by having sections of the scenery effectively enclosing them – quite 

literally “framing” them within the panel’ (Chinn 2004: 26). The shape, angle and 

subtle placement of a panel can also evoke the drama of its content, for example, the 

jagged edges of a tilted panel can reinforce such mental states as a character’s 

paranoia, fury, loss of self-control or the violence and chaos of a fight/battle scene. 

  

Speech and Captions: In a comic book, the characters’ conversations, 

exclamations, sound effects, thoughts and whispers are presented in different kinds of 

balloons – small, white clouds floating above the artwork with pointers or tails angled 

towards the character that is speaking or thinking. Speech or word balloons ‘are ovals 

containing the dialogue’ (Chinn 2004: 28) and have sharp tails, which Busiek calls the 

‘he saids’ and ‘she saids’ of prose (Busiek 1988). ‘Thought balloons are…fluffy 

clouds with scalloped edges, and a stream of bubbles drifting out of the character’s 

head (instead of having a tail) (Busiek 1988). The double speech balloon can mean ‘a 

new paragraph or an aside’…[and further]…to indicate volume, or that your character 

is stressed (or just that the words are coming out of a transmitter or a phone) you use a 

burst – a balloon with jagged or spiky edges and a pointer like a jag of lightning’ 

(Busiek 1988). This is also known as an electric balloon. A whisper balloon is the 

same as a word balloon, but its outline is made up of dashes. Artists will often use 

special balloons to indicate the strangeness or uniqueness of certain characters. In The 

Sandman, all speech balloons connected to the central character, Dream, are 

immediately recognisable by the fact that the text is white within a black balloon, 

unlike the conventional black text on white background. The speech balloons for 

Dream’s sister, Delirium, have soft outlines and are always coloured, usually in 

pastels, representing her whimsical, vague nature. Next, captions are rectangular boxes 

within a panel that contain ‘external narrative that fills in the detail of a 

story…[complementing] speech and artwork’ (Chinn 2004: 29). They may contain 

clichés like ‘Meanwhile…’, which indicates ‘a shift in time or place’ (O’Neil 2001: 
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16), or a character’s voice-over in quotation marks, or even religious verse, or extracts 

from real-life novels or poems, and are used to enhance the reader’s understanding of 

the action on the page. O’Neil adds that ‘[c]aptions generally seem to work best when 

they’re written in the present tense…maybe because the pictures give a sense of 

immediacy to the narrative that would clash with past-tense prose’ (O’Neil 2001: 16). 

Busiek adds that ‘it can be easier to make viewpoint-changes clear in comics than in 

prose, since you can have captions written from Character A’s viewpoint lettered 

normally, and captions from Character B’s viewpoint lettered in a markedly different 

style, so it’s immediately obvious that a different “voice” is at work here’ (Busiek 

1988). 

 

Characterization: In comic books, we come across characters that are 

extravagantly heroic, evil, cowardly, grumpy, lecherous, perverted, vain, funny, tight-

fisted, and so on. But no matter how well rounded their personalities, they are always 

subservient to the characterisation of the Hero, or the Anti-hero. O’Neil says: ‘A hero 

must be the agent of the story’s resolution…he must act, rather than be acted on, and 

he must be directly involved in the main plot’ (O’Neil 2001: 60). His or her actions 

determine what happens next, and for the reader to care what happens next, the hero 

must display qualities that keep the reader interested in the story. Comic book 

superheroes, O’Neil continues, ‘are powerful figures who represent a culture’s notion 

of what is best in it and who are devoted to protecting and serving those values’ 

(O’Neil 2001: 60). That concept has evidently shifted in recent years. As a more 

sophisticated, demanding, multicultural readership picks up comic books, the 

characterization of mainstream superheroes has changed dramatically. The hero figure 

is not as heterosexual, not as monogamous, not as noble or as mentally stable as past 

comic-book characterizations, and he/she does not always represent or serve a 

culture’s notion of what is best in it, or what it deems to be the norm. Apollo and The 

Midnighter, from the comic book series The Authority (Millar 2002) are members of a 

multicultural, post-human team that polices Earth from an alien carrier in space. 

Apollo recharges his powers from the Sun, and The Midnighter is pretty much 

indestructible. They are also husband and husband, and bicker like any married 
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couple. In the words of team leader, Jack Hawksmoor, ‘Superheroes walk different 

now. Superheroes talk different… Guys who can hear atoms whizzing around just 

can’t get away with hearing the screams for help from third world concentration 

camps anymore’ (Millar 2002). Even though the templates for a hero character 

undergo radical changes, some basic, old-fashioned rules continue to dictate how the 

hero becomes a character that appeals to the reader. These rules are common to any 

script-based medium – a play, film, television series, radio, and the comic book. The 

writer needs to successfully communicate the hero’s personality, motivation and fears. 

In the comic book, and other visual-dependent narratives, the reader must also be able 

to decode the visual clues and elements that identify the hero – age, race, gender, 

class, family, education, abilities, back story, occupation, friends and enemies, view of 

the world, appearance, behaviour, and so on. Rib Davis, preferring to use the term 

‘protagonist’ instead of hero, describes the former as ‘the strongest character…[the 

one] with the most arresting conflicts, the most pressing choices, the strongest needs, 

the most involving emotional journey’ (Davis 2001: 124-5). It is the writer’s 

responsibility to develop this character in such a way that he/she carries the plot along 

towards some kind of satisfactory (if not always happy) conclusion. An ideal blend of 

character and plot is required for the success of a script. 

 

This makeshift categorization of comic book vocabulary, when applied to the 

writing of a comic script, needs to be augmented by these associated features. Busiek 

mentions Silent Panels, which are ‘panels with no copy…no captions, no word 

balloons of any sort, no sound effects…’; these are ‘indicated in the script like so: NO 

COPY’ (Busiek 1988). Imagine looking at a silent panel – the moment seems frozen, 

tension creeps in, the reader waits, almost holding her breath, waits for something to 

happen, and when it does, the payoff in the next panel is infused with more meaning 

than if the previous panel had used words. Though it has an impact on the narrative, it 

should be used sparingly. Too many silent panels of one static moment could slow 

down the pace of the narrative. Comic books use Special Lettering Effects: block 

capitals for speech; italic block capitals for captions; also, the size of the letters can 
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reveal if a character is SHOUTING, whispering or screaming; bold and italicised 

words further convey emphasis, stress, accent or even a foreign language. In addition, 

Stevenson mentions Props, which are ‘all the distinctive objects in the comic. The 

king’s ornate throne…the battleship…the television, etc…and are simply mentioned 

by name or described in the [panel/page] description’ (Stevenson 2004: 6). He 

describes Backgrounds as helping to ‘immerse the reader in these different 

locales…[such as]…New York City…Middle Earth. … Timing can also make a 

difference with backgrounds…New England in fall…Los Angeles in the future’ 

(Stevenson 2004: 7). These details are usually introduced once in the panel/page 

descriptions, and only repeated if the background or setting changes. Lighting, Special 

Effects and Colors (Stevenson 2004: 8) are also mentioned in general in the 

panel/page descriptions – and specifically if a special effect is called for – but these 

aspects are generally left to the artist’s discretion and common sense. On a very 

practical note, both Chinn and O’Neil advise that manuscript pages be numbered 

clearly, so that the comic book pages are easy to follow, and easy to re-collate if, as 

O’Neil warns, ‘the manuscript gets dropped or scrambled during a ninja attack…’ 

(O’Neil 2001: 25). 

 

Next we look at the comic script itself, which Busiek says, ‘looks a lot like a 

screenplay or stage play’ (Busiek 1988). The comparison is somewhat valid. ‘Comic 

book scripts borrow not only elements of screenplay format, but also the language of 

the screenplay in order to communicate to the editor the composition for each panel’ 

(Edkin 2006). Many comic scripts employ modified aspects of screenplay formatting, 

such as:  

• Scene headings – int. or ext., location, time – day or night; POV, meaning a 

scene shown from a character’s point of view; aerial view (similar to the 

common comic script term bird’s eye view); insert, similar to a close-up in 

a comic page panel or indicating an inset panel that focuses on something 

specific from the main panel. (See Cowgill 1997: 190-193). 
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• The Action – Here, we read the description of the action, what is 

happening, who is involved. It is written in the present tense. ‘Important 

sound directions in the action also appear in capital letters. The door 

SLAMS. The tire POPS. The gun FIRES… [these are]…‘specific sound 

cues for the soundtrack’ (Cowgill 1997: 194). In a comic script, the action 

is described in the Panel Description, and sound cues or sound effects are 

signalled by the short-hand term ‘SFX’. 

• Characters’ Names’ Margins – ‘The characters’ names’ margins are typed 

approximately in the center of the page but are not center-justified…the 

characters’ names are always CAPITALIZED…’ [occasionally]… 

‘followed by one of several parenthetical clues…(V.O.) for voice-over, 

(O.S.) or (O.C.) for off-screen or camera, or (CONT’D) for a speech that 

has been broken up by a page break and continues to the next page.’ 

(Cowgill 1997: 195) Some comic scripts adhere to this rule, while others 

keep the characters’ names in the left-hand margin.  

• Parenthetical Directions and Dialogue – ‘Parenthetical directions are 

instructions for character reactions…also brief stage directions describing 

what the character is doing while speaking…’ [and often]…‘included right 

after the character’s name or in the middle of the dialogue to emphasize 

emotion or direct action…[but] never at the end of a speech.’ (Cowgill 

1997: 196) Again, some comic scripts either make generous use of this rule, 

or prefer to dispense with it.  

 

The formatting variations are also influenced by whether the comic script is Full-

Script or Plot-First, or any variant of the two. O’Neil credits Marvel Comics’ Stan Lee 

with devising the plot-first method of comic scripting, where the writer gives the artist 

‘a plot – a few paragraphs outlining the basics of the story’ (O’Neil 2001: 25). The 

artist then draws the necessary panels and returns the artwork so the writer can add the 

dialogue, captions and sound effects. The advantage of this method is that the writer 

can re-read the text, note any textual discrepancies or omissions and fix them; he/she 
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can also be inspired by the art to add more, better dialogue or plot scenes that work 

better.  

 

Full-script manuscripts ‘…resemble movie and television scripts…’ and 

‘…contain all the visual and verbal information that will appear on a given page…’ 

(O’Neil 2001: 27). The screenplay formatting we looked at earlier finds a comfortable 

home in the full-script format, but naturally with variations. The advantage of the full-

script format is that it allows the writer to assume many roles – director, producer, set 

designer, lighting engineer. He/she can rewrite scenes, set the pace, control the action, 

and decide what kinds of visuals are necessary for each panel, though the artist will 

probably end up offering other solutions. And so we are reminded once again of the 

collaborative nature of this medium in these words by Jeph Loeb, writer on many 

Superman and Batman issues, Smallville episodes, and author of the Teen Wolf and 

Commando screenplays:  

I write a full script – very detailed description, all the 
dialogue, just like a screenplay. But – and it’s a BIG but – I 
tell the artist that it’s there for him to interpret. I only ask 
that if they can, try to follow the pacing – the rhythm – of 
the dialogue, that’d be great. Even so, when the artwork 
comes in, I re-dialogue the work to better suit the images. 
Sometimes that’s a complete rewrite, sometimes, that’s just 
putting the balloons on the page. (Bailey 2004)  

 

    Inventing a Graphic Script 
 
 

As my focus turns now to my graphic script, The Gift, I believe it will be an 

interesting experience to see if the future product will successfully incorporate the 

above rules and insights. As it stands, the graphic script is about 160 pages long, 

though the manuscript itself is about 250 pages long, due to the lengthy (and 

necessary) extra-narrative panel descriptions and comments. This is not a one-off 

instance. The current prevalence of prose-length graphic novels, with pages numbering 

anywhere from between fifty to over six hundred (for example, 585 pages in Craig 
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Thompson’s Blankets, 2003) has meant that writers and artists can now do unique 

things with page layout, visuals and dialogue. Affordable graphic design software and 

cheap printing and publishing options have also freed the independent creator from the 

bureaucratic strictures and creative straitjackets of Marvel/DC-like publishing houses. 

On the other hand, the risk of failure, both creatively and financially, rests fully on that 

independent creator. 

  

The writing of The Gift has been largely influenced by a particular script in the 

full-script format – Neil Gaiman’s 24-page comic script of Calliope, reproduced in 

The Sandman Volume 3, Dream Country (1991), which is in many ways more than 

just a set of instructions from writer to artist, Kelley Jones. It is also a conversation 

between Gaiman and Jones, their script comments and personal observations visible in 

the margins; it is a revealing insight into the creative writing process of a model comic 

script by an original, inventive writer. It is obvious even from this old script that 

Gaiman has learned to trust the artist’s interpretations and talents, and so he is able to 

create a lean, taut script that focuses on plot essentials and does not fill valuable panel 

space with self-indulgent prose. 

  

As an amateur, I am aware that any attempt to re-produce the essence of Gaiman’s 

genius in my script is a suicidal one. The reader-viewer of my script is therefore 

invited to suspend most conventional notions of the term ‘script’, as it relates, broadly, 

to film, theatre, television and the comic book. The Gift borrows some formal and 

stylistic elements from those modes of scripting the performed or illustrated narrative. 

Yet as we shall see, it does not fully conform to those established modes of scripting. 

 

The script format for The Gift is a modified full-script format. The written layout is 

based on certain key elements of comic-book construction: panels in differing sizes 

and placements; framing devices, viz. the prologue and epilogue in The Gift; dialogue 

to be encased within speech balloons, thoughts placed inside thought balloons, and 



 

 143

other narrative remarks inside rectangular boxes that are generally recognised as 

captions; and the numbering of the graphic novel pages as distinct from the numbering 

of the manuscript pages themselves. Some instances of screenplay formatting can be 

seen in the use of correct characters’ names’ margins, and the capitalization of 

characters’ names. But other rules have been freely interpreted. The already-

fragmented appearance of the graphic script is affected by the characters’ quasi 

theatrical asides, internal monologues, prose passages and wordy, subjective captions. 

There are blank panels intended to be filled only with text. There are panels captioned 

by verses from a poem. There are captioned panels with no dialogue. Asterisks, 

italicised words and brackets around sentences are used where necessary to indicate a 

foreign language or its English-language translation. The narrative eschews the pace 

and vigour of a fast-action comic script and instead, slowly tracks through the 

characters’ mental and emotional landscapes. Further complicating the analysis are the 

three adapted Ao-Naga folktales embedded within this central narrative. Their 

presence creates both a break from, and a link to the main story. I will examine this 

unique element further down the track. 

 

Next, the use of multiple narrators, and their subjective, first-person asides, tends 

to overturn the comic book rule of having only one major character who carries the 

plot. In The Gift, we encounter more than one seemingly major character who shares 

the spotlight. Also, to some extent, these competing voices serve to maintain the 

illusion that the narrative is devoid of a dominant authorial voice. Dancyger and Rush 

talk about the change of narration in nineteenth century European literature, 

specifically the shift from ‘the overt authorial presence of writers’ to Henry James’ 

‘notion of the reflector character…’. This was ‘the narrator within the story – a 

character who was presented…neutrally…but…was allowed to recount and make 

judgements about the events in which she was involved’ (Dancyger and Rush 2007: 

313). In the conventional film style medium, this kind of detached character is used to 

conceal ‘the narrator agent’ (Dancyger and Rush 2007: 314) – that is, the filmmaker 

who has ‘apparently ceded [sic] emotional control of the story to his character…’ 

(Dancyger and Rush 2007: 314). We have become quite accustomed to this kind of 



 

 144

dramatic voice in novels and film. This kind of character-driven formula emphasises 

action, linearity, an eventual progress or regress, and some kind of conclusion to the 

action. That formula is also apparent, to some superficial degree, in The Gift’s 

structure and its reflector characters.  

 

The script begins with a Prologue, a two-page scene (numbered in Roman 

numerals to mimic the numbering of prefaces in books) set in the present time where a 

man discovers a terrible death. But we are not immediately allowed to find out who 

has died. Instead, we are introduced to our first major character, Asenla Kiri, whose 

story marks the beginning of the saga that has led to that death. This introductory 

chapter as it were, is preceded by its own cover page, bearing the words ‘I am Asenla 

Kiri’, accompanied by a pencil sketch of what the character may look like. The 

numbering of the graphic script pages begins here from Page 1, as opposed to the 

manuscript numbering which begins from the first cover page. At Page 6, we come 

across the first of a series of subjective prose monologues – passages that continue, 

augment or reflect on the ongoing events of the script. In this case, we learn about 

Asenla’s traumatic past, a back-story that explains who she is and why she is 

estranged from her family. Watchmen and the series Strangers in Paradise (SiP) make 

effective use of prose passages; in Watchmen, mock newspaper articles provide the 

occasional break from the grim theme and the relentless visual assault of an unvarying 

panel layout; in the SiP series, prose passages are sometimes used to continue the main 

storyline; and in Fables: Legends in Exile (Willingham: 2002), the comic book story is 

followed by the short prose story A Wolf in the Fold, which establishes literally the 

back story for one of the Fable characters, Bigby, the Big Bad Wolf of folklore. 

 

Following Page 6 of The Gift is another cover page for a smaller chapter; this page 

bears the words ‘My name is Ravi Dutta (and these are my private field notes)’, also 

accompanied by a pencil sketch of what the character may look like. Page 7 is in script 

format, set in the present time, and we are introduced to the second main character, 

Ravi Dutta. This page has only three panels, because of the large amount of text and 
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images employed. Ravi’s subsequent prose monologue in Page 8 is titled ‘Private 

Field Notes 1’, and is meant to be visualised as a hologram display with a near-

futuristic, sci-fi style and lettering. This long passage formally establishes the 

background – geographical, historical, cultural and political – of the narrative. It also 

indicates Ravi’s role as first, neutral observer, and then gradually, as committed 

participant in the tale. 

 

Page 9 introduces the present-time monologue of John (no last name), a secondary 

character. Here, we finally learn the identity of the dead person found in the cemetery. 

This passage may be converted into script format at a later stage, but for now, it will 

stand as our introduction to a character that reflects an insider’s view of the world in 

The Gift. Onwards from Page 10, the narrative picks up from where it left off in Page 

5 and continues in a more or less chronological order. In between, we read/watch as 

supporting characters enter, as events and flashbacks unfold, and as stories are told 

within the narrative.  

 

Asenla Kiri and Ravi Dutta take turns in telling their sides of the story, and 

intersperse their stories among the others in the script. Asenla’s story is directed 

implicitly to a silent listener, the reader-viewer, and we may class her account as 

somewhat confessional, if not a significant affirmation of her destined role in the tale. 

By revealing her thoughts in the asides and the prose monologues, it may appear that 

Asenla maintains an aloofness that allows her to stand aside and observe the drama 

occurring around her. But she is not truly a reflector character; she is enmeshed in the 

world of The Gift, unable to achieve the detachment and objectivity to which she feels 

entitled. In addition, though her presence dominates the script, her narrative voice is 

only part of an ensemble of narrative voices.  

 

Ravi’s commentaries, as mentioned before, are entries in his digital diary, meant 

only for his eyes. This personal focus explains why these entries contain few academic 
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or theoretical commentaries related to the study of folklore. Also, as an informal 

record of his personal involvement in those unusual events, the entries would be 

inappropriate in the formal space of an academic document, especially in the still 

rigorously orthodox culture of Indian academia. In the story, Ravi is the character who 

provides a kind of voice-over or enacts a semi-objective Chorus through his Private 

Field Notes and thought captions. He is the link to the retellings of the three folktales, 

How a Woman Became the Kaku Bird, The Story of Yajangla, and How a Boy Became 

a Monkey. He is also the only character to literally speak from outside the panel 

margins and it is his voice that utters the final words in the story. 

 

There is one overt authorial prose narration within the script, and one complete 

quotation of a poem within the panel texts; but by and large, the authorial intrusion is 

embedded (subtly, one hopes) throughout the length of the script in the panel 

descriptions, in the directions that set time, location, atmosphere and mood, and in the 

general panel captions. 

 

Apart from the different formatting conventions I have noted, another important 

influence on the script is the folktales themselves. In terms of the performance spaces 

of Ao-Naga folktales, I noted previously that certain tales could only be told on certain 

occasions, or in certain settings. In the graphic script, we see variations of certain 

folkloric conventions that are both specific and universal. In universal terms, a young 

man who seeks something – be it knowledge, enlightenment, money, fame and so on – 

approaches the elders of his community for guidance. Narrowing this to its specifics, 

we watch Ravi as he enters an unknown community, the elder Ao-Nagas of Changki 

village, and explains his quest to them. He hears the first and third folktales from the 

old men of the village, and gathers a few others (not narrated in the script) from the 

other villagers. The folkloric quest motif is augmented by Ravi’s own re-enactment of 

an ariju storytelling figure – the ignorant, untrained youth being formally instructed in 

the customs of his people by the elder males. However, in this instance, the stories are 

told, not for practical instruction, but for the purposes of recording and collecting 
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them. Ravi, in turn, performs the role of the elder male when he narrates for Alila the 

second folktale, The Story of Yajangla. Here, the setting is less formal, is more 

intimate and relaxed, and far from being a didactic story, the tale is Ravi’s way of re-

assuring a younger child that she is not alone in her affliction and/or gift. It is not an 

entirely successful act of reassurance, but it provides a certain sense of enlightenment 

for a teenager who is uniquely different from the others of her tribe’s age group.  

 

The quest motif in Asenla’s life is both complicated and ambiguous – the narration 

begins with the portrayal of a family [whose members are] at odds with each other; it 

then shifts into the terrified awareness of a supernatural presence within the family, 

and finally, it leaves open-ended the resolution of both the domestic conflict and the 

supernatural motif. As a main protagonist in the script, Asenla is also a more complex 

character than Ravi. Because her love and forgiveness cannot be easily earned, the 

polite tension between herself and her father continues in the script. Initially, she does 

not display or admit to any quest deeper than obeying her late uncle’s last wish, and 

attending a tribal Feast. But there are many reasons why a prodigal daughter returns 

home, if only for a short while. Asenla’s so-called quest turns into a cautionary tale – 

see what happens when you deny your bond to family, to blood and to your mystical 

inheritance. In the end, Asenla is forced to acknowledge the tiger-soul, an act so 

simple that it leaves the reader wondering why anyone would work so hard to reject it. 

But once we read The Gift, perhaps we will understand why. 

 

The person who is affected fatally by this rejection is her half-sister, Alila, the 

teenager who has completely immersed herself within the mystical world of the tiger-

soul. Just as Asenla is happier with a mundane existence, Alila is more comfortable in 

this other world, with the result that she has forgotten how to be an ordinary girl. She 

resents Asenla’s intrusion into the home she shares with her father and grandmother, 

and uses her mystical gifts to harm this intruder – infecting Asenla’s sleep with 

nightmares of heartbreak and afflicting her with temporary blindness. In folkloric 

terms, Alila may be considered the hidden secret in the King’s castle (Nochet Ao’s 
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mansion Ni Alih), the mad woman in the attic, or the ogre in the dungeon whom the 

heroine must identify, confront and defeat. Paradoxically enough, Alila may also be 

likened to the Hanged Man of the Tarot, an image that resonates with love and willing 

self-sacrifice. 

 

Any concept or human figure identified as myth hardly fails to impress even the 

cursory reader; there is a beckoning call in mythological images and narratives that 

draws the reader away from the here-and-now and into a world imbued with an ageless 

and enduring wonder. I have indicated what Temsula Ao had to say about myths and 

folktales in Chapter 3: that myths and how/why stories are truestories, and folktales 

can be termed falsestories. But here, I must make the distinction between myth and 

folktale even clearer, by turning to Dr Roy Willis, editor of World Mythology (2006). 

His definitions are closer in spirit to what I am attempting to portray in the graphic 

script. For him, the term ‘myth’ can be applied to ‘those anonymous stories that seek 

to explain the origins of the world, including human society and culture’ (Willis 2006: 

13). As for folktales, they are stories that deal with ‘social conflict and problems rather 

than the cosmic issues addressed in myth… [and are] put together from mythic 

elements with the dual purpose of entertaining and pointing some moral about human 

society’ (Willis 2006: 14). The reason for recounting these definitions involves my 

concern to better understand both the cosmic and the social implications of the tiger-

soul myth in my story.  

 

Aware as I am that the myth of the tiger-soul has existed in my community (or 

may exist even now as a secret thing), I realise that I could risk offending the Christian 

Naga and those who still protect this myth, for different reasons. In one of my 

informal conversations with Dr Temsula Ao in 2005, I brought up the topic of the 

tiger-soul myth, and the possibility of talking to the same people she herself had 

interviewed. Her response was guarded, to say the least. She revealed that those 

people had passed away and advised me not to make a fuss about this old belief. I 

would not presume to doubt the veracity of a paternal aunt’s words (I am related to Dr 
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Ao), but this shut-down left me with no other alternative than to collect the few strands 

of available information and begin weaving a slightly modified rendering of the tiger-

soul myth. In my version, while retaining the basic model as outlined in Ao’s book, I 

have tried to flesh out some of its undeveloped features, and added some new, 

dramatic facets. For example, Alila’s intuitive awareness of the tigers’ presence 

extends to her being able to see and experience the world as they do. She strips off 

man-made clothing whenever she is alone in their company, because the tigers are 

disturbed by the smell of civilization. She can injure a person in subtle ways, but her 

blood can be an antidote. She may or may not foresee the future. In Asenla’s case, the 

nameless tiger pursues her across psychic dimensions; he can turn himself into a 

human being, something not in the original myth. Asenla’s five senses are beginning 

to sharpen, and her destiny is only just unfolding. As one character says in The Gift, 

the old dreams have crossed over into new lands. Perhaps this is what Willis means 

when he claims that ‘every retelling of a myth or folktale is a new creation’ (Willis 

2006: 15). 

 

However, in recasting the tiger-soul myth for this story, I wished to steer a course 

away from its sensationalistic shock-value, and concentrate on the profound effect the 

myth has had on Alila and her family. As a protective but distant father, Nochet Ao 

understands why normal society can never accept Alila. This fact, along with his 

dubious past and present political ambitions, also complicates the situation. Outsiders, 

ignorant of his daughter’s supernatural fate, view him as a future leader of the state. 

Some of the villagers resent the eastern Nagas he has brought to the Changki land, and 

others more highly placed disapprove of his proposed Feast of Merit. Though Azao 

Ayen is unawed by her granddaughter, she has become a virtual recluse on the estate. 

The servants who work in the house are not Changki people, but outsiders of Nepali 

origin. The small army of bodyguards in Nochet’s employ are from other Ao villages, 

or other Naga tribes. By not employing Changki locals, Nochet has worked hard to 

keep the curious villagers from further inflaming this precarious state of affairs. 

However, he is obliged to ask the local villagers for assistance in preparing the estate 

for the Feast. Thus he cannot completely protect Alila from herself. She must visit her 
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tigers from time to time; and when she does, his soldiers must keep watch from a 

distance, to protect her from prying eyes, and to protect themselves if the animals turn 

on them. Inviting Asenla into this world was always going to be a challenge. Nochet 

convinces himself that Asenla need never know the truth about Alila. His only wish is 

to see his daughters become sisters, and perhaps reconcile the conflict between himself 

and Asenla. It is a rare moment of self-delusion for such a man. The stage is thus set 

for the tragedy to unfold. 

 

In contrast to the sanitised, child-friendly versions known as fairy tales, many 

traditional stories do not have neat, happy endings. Any reader familiar with the un-

doctored originals will know these truths: that Red Riding Hood was eaten and no 

wood-cutter came to the rescue; that the princess in The Princess and the Frog is a 

very unpleasant girl; and that the Little Mermaid dies and receives a human soul for 

her troubles, but not the love of her prince. In my graphic script, life may return to its 

accustomed patterns, but the surviving protagonists have been deeply affected and 

changed by their experiences, and they will need time to reflect on how these changes 

will shape their eventual destinies.   

 

From Oral Tale to Graphic Script 
 

The shape and structure of the graphic script was initially inspired by the 2003 

Hallmark production of the US television miniseries Dreamkeeper (teleplay by John 

Fusco), where a Native American teenager, Shane and his grandfather, Pete Chasing 

Horse travel from their Pine Ridge Reservation to attend the All Nations ceremony in 

Albuquerque, New Mexico. The trip is the framing device for the grandfather’s 

narration of nine different stories, from several Native American nations. In a similar 

manner, I have attempted to use Ravi’s field research as a textual framing device for 

the telling of Naga folktales. In Dreamkeeper, the intent behind the telling of stories is 

to pass their lessons on to Shane, who stands for the younger generation of Native 

Americans. However, in The Gift, Ravi’s intent (at least in the beginning) is to explore 
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a community’s relationship with their folklore, and with one exception, the stories are 

material surplus to his more academic enquiries. But they serve another purpose in 

terms of the overall storyline. 

 

Before selecting and rewriting the three folktales for the graphic script, I needed to 

ensure that the tales would also comment indirectly on the events of the central 

narrative. One aspect of the graphic script is the theme of transformation, whether that 

of the individual or of the world around her. I accordingly made my selections from 

among the stories that Ao translated and filed under ‘Transformation Tales’ (Ao 1999: 

98). Moreover, each of these stories have a strong, secondary theme – that of a family 

in conflict, whether it is marital naïveté, parental neglect or the abandoning of a spouse 

– which reflects on the other family conflict in the main story. The themes of conflict 

and transformation are thus amplified and highlighted through the retold folktales.  

 

On another level, the three folktales, along with their companions, have passed 

through their own crucible of conflict and change. There is a certain irony in an Ao-

Naga writer relying on printed English translations of folktales, especially if some of 

the translations were made by an Englishman nearly a century before her time. 

Certainly the tales have transformed since they were first told to Mills. The versions in 

Ao’s book are naturally transcribed in academic standard English prose; those found in 

the  Folk Tales from Nagaland (1989) are even simpler in narrative style and 

language, and some stories have clearly been influenced by Western terms and 

concepts like fairies and angels; and in Bendangangshi’s book (1998), Christian 

concepts of Hell, the Devil and the saints mingle awkwardly with Naga tsungrems and 

animist beliefs. The most relevant transformation is, of course, the language in which 

the tales are now being told: the use of English creating a linguistic rupture with the 

indigenous oral tradition itself. These tales are no longer just part of an oral tradition 

but also of a younger, written one. And in the graphic script, these tales have been 

further re-configured to allow for a visual rendering.  
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The originals from Ao’s book, ‘How a Woman Became the Kaku Bird, The Story 

of Yajangla’, and ‘How a Boy Became a Monkey’, are written for the most part in 

continuous indirect speech. They exhibit few visual cues relating to the characters’ 

appearance and dress, or the geographical landscape and village background. The 

versions I fashion in the graphic script are also written in English, but the characters’ 

conversations and dialogue are in direct speech. The use of appropriate physical 

descriptions for the characters ensure that the reader can see who they are, not just as 

abstract entities of Warrior, Maiden, Boy, Animal, Father, Mother, but individuals of 

flesh and blood. This need to create such emphases required a substantial amount of 

research into the visual imagery behind these tales. 

 

This is the point where I begin to truly negotiate with the conflicts of yoking 

together an indigenous theme with a form that is predominantly (though not 

exclusively) Western. How does this new approach affect the original tales as found in 

Ao’s book? Do I have a clear understanding of the potential changes and 

transformations these tales are undergoing, as they cross over from oral and textual 

media to the hybrid graphic novel form? How faithful are the visual interpretations 

based on the reference photos and scanned materials in my image bank, or the 

descriptions of native flora and fauna in the tales themselves? Do they need to be 

absolutely accurate or can artistic licence come into play here? 

 

Moreover, during the process of adapting the folktales into mini comic scripts, I 

have found myself asking at every step of the way the most obvious (and therefore 

easily overlooked) visual questions like these:  

• What kind of uniform did Changki men wear on a head-hunting raid?  

• What kind of weapons did they carry? How far would they travel on foot to 

find their trophies? 

• Do the women wear the traditional jewellery of the rich or the poor? 

• What kind of basket/container did they use to carry firewood, or carry water?  
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• What did the interiors of their houses look like? Did they have beds? Did 

they have their own versions of mattresses and pillows, or did they simply lie 

down on shawls placed over rough planks of wood? 

• What did the jungles look like then? Were there more animals and birds 

living in the jungles? 

• What kind of monkey did the boy turn into? 

 

This line of questioning has led to the compilation of a bank of digital folders – 

containing images relating to specific tribal, geographical, historical, botanical, and 

zoological information – that could enhance the background visual detail of the tales, 

and the graphic script itself. My sources include not only the works of Mills, Hutton, 

Ganguli, Jacobs, but also the Getty Images website for contemporary images, the 

digital database of The Nagas (accessed via 

http://www.alanmacfarlane.com/bamboo_naga_front/front.htm) and the 1968 The Arts 

and Crafts of Nagaland for additional visual material. And in the central narrative, 

when Azao Ayen and John begin collecting the ingredients for the antidote, I have 

relied on the botanical information on Naga plants in Sapu Changkija’s articles on folk 

medicinal plants (1994, 1999). 

 

The adapted folktales retain much of the chronological plot ordering of the 

originals, though I have fabricated a great deal of the characters’ dialogue and added 

more dramatic visual descriptions. In some cases such as the ‘Kaku Bird’ story, where 

there is no clear information about the young wife’s village of origin, I have had to 

create its particulars myself, based on my limited knowledge of what an ancient Ao-

Naga village would not look like. The shawl element in that story is also a complete 

invention, my answer to the problem of why Tsunangpong is not simply killed as food 

when he approaches the cannibal village in the original story. For the tale, ‘How a Boy 

Became a Monkey’, I needed to establish what species of monkey was indigenous to 

the sub-tropical jungles of Nagaland. I identified two possible candidates, the 

Assamese macaque monkey and the pig-tailed macaque monkey. I also added the 

http://www.alanmacfarlane.com/bamboo_naga_front/front.htm
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goat’s hair ear-ring to the little boy, a tiny cultural detail that adds an authentic note to 

the tale. The description of the interior of the family home was sourced from pictures 

in The Nagas (Jacobs 1989). In the original for ‘The Story of Yajangla’, Ao does not 

describe the spirits that Yajangla uses as her assistants. I have taken the liberty of 

imagining these spirits as tiny people with Asian features, whose depiction should be 

influenced by the chibi style, ‘a drawing style where anime/manga characters are 

shrunk into a small, cute, child-like form. This drawing style is sometimes called 

“super-deformed” in the west….’ (Animetion n.d.). The tiger in this tale, as well as the 

three in the central narrative, is probably an Indian Bengal or the Royal Bengal tiger, 

also known as panthera tigris, a species native to India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan 

and Burma.  

 

Visual research of this nature may be an indispensable part of any sort of writing, 

but it takes on a crucial role in the creation of a graphic/comic script. For the Age of 

Bronze series, we have seen that Eric Shanower draws on ‘the earliest sources of 

Greek mythology to modern archaeological finds’ (Root and Kardon 2004: 37) to 

create a visually authentic world. Ed Brubaker, writer of Wildstorm’s 2003 Sleeper, 

went on ride-alongs with police, watched TV cop shows, read true crime stories, and 

resurrected memories of his teenage years as a minor drug dealer to inform his 

portrayals of cops and criminals in his comics. By describing here some of the visual 

research for the tales in the graphic script, I have similarly attempted introduce non-

Naga readers to the specific cultural features of an ancient Ao-Naga world – such as 

traditional dress, names and terms of address, weapon works, village and jungle 

settings, and the native animals in its folktales. These descriptions are present also 

throughout the script; but here in the exegesis, they constitute a greater part of the 

behind-the-scenes commentary that explains the directions taken and the selections 

made, whether in terms of authenticity of detail or artistic licence.  

 

As we approach the end of this section, I wish to remind the reader that my graphic 

script is a work in process of becoming a graphic novel. Dancyger and Rush note that 
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‘…although the mainstream screenplay writer has to learn to think in terms of the flow 

of visualized moments that make up the film, she describes these images through 

linguistic syntax, not through the technical description of camera angles’ (Dancyger 

and Rush 2007: 320). If we keep that comment in mind, we can better appreciate why 

this graphic script is inflicted with a sort of identity crisis. On the one hand, my script 

has been written so that it can be illustrated in the future; to achieve that goal, it must 

contain all the visual cues and instructions such that the artist can do his/her job well. 

On the other hand, this script is part of a doctoral submission, and because it will be 

reviewed by examiners who may not be familiar with comic script conventions and 

jargon, it must also succeed as a literary document whose comic script formatting does 

not interfere with the way it is read, and judged. Perhaps a sub-conscious anxiety 

about the act of reading this script has partly influenced its prose passages, more an act 

of compromise that attempts to placate two different standards of reading than a 

legitimate stylistic device. Be that as it may, I offer The Gift as a prose fiction creation 

desiring to be a graphic novel; by that same token, it is also a graphic script that 

aspires to the literary on its own hybrid terms. It is a risky aspiration, made even more 

so when one is attempting to describe the visual potential of a text-only script.  

 

However, in a related context, Mota makes a compelling argument for reading the 

published screenplay as ‘a separate visual text that both complements and competes 

with the film, suggesting finally the potential of the screenplay as book’ (2005: 227). 

By analysing Derek Jarman’s published screenplay of the film Caravaggio, Mota 

asks us to consider the ‘cultural spaces that this genre uniquely negotiates’ (2005: 

216). Already judged as mere blueprint, as ‘unpublished shooting script’ (2005: 217), 

or as ‘an inferior print form, in the service of another medium…’ (ibid), Mota 

suggests that the screenplay can be viewed as ‘a fluid, hybrid text that stands 

ambivalently but suggestively poised between print and film technologies’ (ibid).  

 

Approaching a graphic/comic script as a stand-alone literary text may demand an 

even greater epistemological leap for the more traditional reader. After all, the comic-
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book script, like the published screenplay, ‘most obviously wears its machinery on its 

sleeve’ (Mota 2005: 217). Both types of scripts are, so to speak, visibly marked by the 

technology, conventions, terms, jargon and shortcuts of their respective mediums, 

thereby creating a closed system of reading that excludes the non-initiated or those 

who prefer the literary ease of conventional play-texts, such as those by Shakespeare 

or Ibsen. Formalist conventions of screenwriting obviously hold lesser sway in the 

comic-book world, and while nearly every comic-book writer interviewed in Writers 

on Comics Scriptwriting 2 (Root and Kardon, 2004) tends to compare a comic script 

with a screenplay or even a shooting script, some, like Bill Willingham (writer of 

Fables), refute that assumption. For him, a comic script writer must ‘be almost 

schizophrenic…’ [because] ‘ there’s [sic] two different people at the keyboard’ (Root 

and Kardon 2004: 248). To paraphrase, one is the technical writer who tells the artist 

what to put in a given panel, and the other is the writer who creates characters, 

dialogue, captions, themes and plot ideas. There is a constant switching back and 

forth between these two modes of writing. And this basic duality of the comic script 

is what will initially prevent it from being taken seriously as a literary text. But as I 

have set out to prove with The Gift, this need not always be the case. 

 

Only recently have we begun to note the gradual (and overdue) emergence of 

published comic book scripts in hard-copy collections or online comic book websites, 

usually marketed as How To guides. The formatting variations evident in these scripts 

express the individual writing styles of the authors – traditional full-script, plot-style, 

crude or sophisticated storyboards, or some combination of the above. These scripts 

may be read as they were intended – guides, examples, samples, or basic storyboards. 

But looking at a collection like Panel One: Comic Book Scripts by Top Writers 

(Gertler (Ed.), 2002), we may note a further development, that a comic script can be 

read on its own, for pleasure and for understanding the unique cultural space it too 

occupies. Panel One can thus be read also as a collection of uniquely narrated short 

stories or episodes in an ongoing storyline, stories bristling with textual and visual 

marks, the machinery of signs and clues and icons propelling and even amplifying the 

reading experience. The Gift aspires to be read in just such a manner.  
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How the Graphic Novel Impacts on a Naga Narrative  

 

Different contexts require different storytelling techniques and performances. For 

example, stories recited at village festivals would differ in content, style and delivery 

from those narrated among members of an ariju. Old men reciting the 

accomplishments of long-dead warriors would expect if not a rapt, certainly a 

respectful silence from their audience, because that recitation was a public, theatrical 

performance. There would be none of the informality and intimacy that one would 

notice among men of the same age-group, who would probably either interrupt the 

storyteller, mock his performance, try to tell that story in another way, or helpfully 

nudge the narrative forward if the storyteller forgets an incident or loses interest. It 

would be a similar situation in the female arijus, where the girls would trade stories 

heard from their elders or their mothers.  

 

It is interesting to contemplate if, apart from the formal recitations of village 

history and local myths, our pre-Christian ancestors were consciously aware that their 

informal stories (however primitive in theme or style) were part of an oral tradition, 

and not merely diversions to relieve the monotony of their lives. Did they, in reciting a 

story to a group of friends, keep in mind that they were renewing their links to their 

oral histories? With the advent of the British officers and the American Baptists, did 

anyone among them wonder if those tales would be retold in the ages to come? And 

did someone ponder critically the sources of, and reasons behind, such tales – who was 

the first to tell the story, why this story in this village and not in another, and if another 

village had the same story, why was it told differently over there? But these are 

debatable conjectures at this stage. 

 

The ancient tree of the Ao-Naga oral tradition survives, but only just; its branches 

have grown stunted that once flowered with supernatural tales, animal tales, why-

stories, transformation tales, and myths and legends. But the social and cultural 

principles of that tradition are still observed, and still imposed by the weight of 
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communal authority. However, in this century, I am highly sceptical that the surviving 

Ao-Naga elders born in the earlier decades of the twentieth century still retain clear 

memories of the folklore that perhaps enthralled them as children. The various 

spectres of senility, fading memory, the Baptist phobia of heathen tales, urbanization, 

the younger generation’s lack of interest and certainly death have ensured that gradual 

slide into historical obscurity. So what remains is a small, haphazard collection of 

written texts. Of that number, my folktale references are derived from four primary 

texts, variously produced by a British Raj administrator, a Nagaland government 

department known as the Directorate of Art and Culture, a former Naga insurgent, and 

a Naga professor of literature. What the four texts have in common is a thoughtful 

awareness of how swiftly the stories and legends of the Nagas are disappearing and 

how urgent is the need to salvage whatever we can.  

 

That being said, however, we must also consider the following aspects of this 

salvage work. For whom are we salvaging this body of stories? If the answer is ‘For 

the future generations of Nagas’, then one of the issues we must look at is the systems 

of delivery and preservation that are in place, and how these are currently being 

accessed and interpreted by Nagas of all age-groups. Person to person transmissions 

are probably rarer now than in the last fifty years, owing somewhat to the reasons 

enumerated in the last paragraph. Bendangangshi, in his introduction to Folk Tales of 

the Nagas, tells us that his folktales were collected ‘from many elderly people in and 

outside of my village…and many…learnt from my mother…in the paddy field… 

[and] while pounding paddy together…and sometimes as we walked together on the 

way to our field’ (Bendangangshi 1998: i). Such research, informal or otherwise, that 

acknowledges the fieldwork of collecting stories from rural areas has become rare in 

Nagaland because of the political instability still prevalent in these rural areas. Any 

journey by a civilian academic (Naga, Indian or foreigner) into these places may be 

restricted or questioned by the state police, the Indian army, and the insurgents hiding 

in jungle camps that overlook such vulnerable areas. In this case, it helps to know 

someone in, or be part of, government service. That was how the likes of J.P. Mills, 

J.H. Hutton, and other administrative members of the British Raj could afford relative 
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autonomy and security as they delved deeper into the cultural lives of the Nagas. In the 

same manner, in 1989, technical assistants under district cultural officers recorded a 

number of folktales from a range of Naga tribes (Foreword, Folk Tales from 

Nagaland, 1989). These stories were transcribed into a second edition, English-

language collection named Folk Tales from Nagaland, which, as well as including the 

23 stories from the first edition, now also includes 88 more stories. How many more 

stories would trained folklorists have unearthed during the mid twentieth century, if 

the Indian government had not barred foreigners and Indian academics from 

undertaking research trips to Nagaland?  

 

My attempts at gaining first-hand knowledge of Ao-Naga folklore have been 

documented in the Introduction. Security issues, family obligations, some language 

barriers and social mores substantially limited the 2005 investigation. This is probably 

why ‘folklorists don’t necessarily tell their own stories’, preferring to set their 

explorations in ‘places that are Other for many of us’ (Sherman 2004: 303). On the 

other hand, one may discover valuable insights from this ‘crisis of representation, 

perception and interpretation’ (Sherman 2004: 303).  

 

I repeat this story in order to set the context behind the so-called systems of 

delivery and preservation. What are these systems? By what other terms do we know 

them? Do they even exist within the culture of the Nagas? If they do, how effective are 

they at their tasks? And if they don’t exist, is it appropriate to speculate on how they 

could be implemented for the salvaging of cultural capital? The earliest known system 

of delivery and preservation is obviously the oral tradition system, with its reliance on 

memory and word-of-mouth learning. Then we have books – pitifully few books that 

are weighed down by their own historical, political and cultural imperatives. We have 

recordings of oral performances (songs, stories, chants, war cries, etc) on cassette tape, 

on analogue and digital video, some of which have been undertaken by the Nagaland 

branch of the North East Cultural Zone Centre (NEZCC); and to expose our culture to 

a wider audience who cannot be physically present in Nagaland, we need to 
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investigate more sophisticated methods of television broadcasting and some form of 

reliable webcasting on the Internet. In one sense, the aspect of preservation continues, 

but in terms of delivery, who is the end-user? Ordinary Nagas? Members of 

government cultural departments? Elite academics? Journalists? Librarians? Surely 

one of the purposes behind documenting an indigenous culture is that its own 

members can access these products, and gain a deeper understanding of not only their 

own tribal ways, but also of the ways of the other Naga tribes. The production values 

of ‘cultural’ segments broadcast on the local Doordarshan (a government-run) 

television channel, or sound recordings on the local All India Radio station, are still 

very primitive, operating as they do under restricted budgets and antiquated styles of 

broadcasting. There is little in these cultural broadcasts that appeal to the greater 

majority of twenty-first century Naga children.  

 

So far we have books, the cultural artefacts of the Naga Heritage Village, and the 

performances of the Hornbill Festival, which have been dealt with in the earlier 

sections of this exegesis. Some would argue that those systems are adequate; I would 

agree, and qualify that agreement by adding that they are a welcome beginning to the 

preservation, delivery and ongoing reception of the tribal literature of the Nagas. 

Another more controversial system to consider is the school curriculum of Nagaland – 

in a few rural/semi-rural schools and colleges, some tribal languages are already being 

taught as an alternative to learning Hindi or additional English Literature. It would be 

a short but profound step towards introducing a basic study of Naga folktales within 

such a curriculum. But to address that possibility is to open up another controversial 

issue. A basic study of Naga folktales would lead to a probable review of the historical 

and cultural background of the Naga people, a subject notorious for its token presence 

in the Nagaland school curriculum. This curriculum closely follows the guidelines of 

school curricula set by the arbiters of an Indo-centric education. Kikon is most 

passionate in the opinion that such an education (focused on North Indian history, 

culture and politics)  

…has forced the Naga people to overemphasize an 
“Indian” identity that is detached from their socio-political 



 

 161

and cultural history. Textbooks that teach the students the 
characteristics of their own people as “inhumane and 
retrograde” because of their laziness, dishonesty and drug 
addiction is not at all empowering and rights based. (Kikon 
2003: 242) 

 

Some formal systems are flawed and powerfully biased, and thus penetrable only in 

glacial time. It would take more than one person to persuade Indian education policy-

makers (who ultimately answer to the ruling government in Delhi) to consider a 

review of the syllabus they have implemented in the interests of ‘national integration 

and unity’ (Kikon 2003: 232) in Nagaland schools. 

 

Against such odds, the creation of a graphic novel narrative inspired by a tribal 

myth resembles the proverbial drop in the ocean. Yet in terms of initiating a system of 

delivery and preservation, the selection of this mode of narrative is based on the 

popularity of pop culture artefacts such as the comic book, among others. Nearly every 

literate or semi-literate Naga household will have a few copies of an Amar Chitra 

Katha comic, an Archie’s comic, illustrated Bible stories, Tintin, Asterix, Western and 

Indian superhero comics, comics based on Walt Disney cartoons, cowboy comics, 

Commando comics; and the children of more urbanized households would certainly be 

familiar with the newest alternative comics, manga comics, and comics based on the 

latest blockbuster animation movies. Here is a ready-made system of delivery, if not of 

preservation, that most Nagas are already familiar and comfortable with. But instead 

of reading about the far-fetched adventures of Westerners and talking animals, they 

may read about far-fetched legends and tales, and authentic histories of their own 

people. It is a valid goal, but the problem is that such an enterprise requires time, 

commitment, money, support, and the recruiting of talented artists who are competent 

in working with the comic-book medium. Going by my personal efforts to attract an 

artist in a Western country for my graphic novel project, I can well imagine the near-

impossibility of such a task in Nagaland itself. However, there is always room for 

serendipity.  
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In the minority culture that is Naga culture, there are greater narratives being 

played out than just the search for a multi-lingual, multi-medium Naga literature. I 

have set down the plots and players of these narratives in the earlier chapters of this 

exegesis. But these stories continue beyond the conclusion of this exegesis. The daily 

online news presents us with the same political stalemates between Indian politicians 

and Naga rebel leaders, this many rebel soldiers killed in factional skirmishes, and 

rape and murder in a mindless cycle of attack and counterattack. The shadow rebel 

governments openly compete with the official state government for Naga loyalty, and 

the underground is a mythical, dark space that can only breed further blindness and 

anger. We Nagas need to create new stories, new ways of explaining our world that do 

not cause violence and bloodshed, new visions of Naganess that produce something 

more enduring than rage and fear.  

One hopes that, however imperfect and incomplete, The Gift may add its own 

voice to the literary conversation about Naga stories, and the possibilities of 

transformation and hope. 
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