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BHAGAT Singh is an icon and yet 
opaque,” Dharamshala-based il-
lustrator Ikroop Sandhu tells us 
during a telephonic interview. 
Her first graphic novel Inquilab 
Zindabad: A Graphic Biography 
of Bhagat Singh (Simon & Schus-
ter India in association with Yoda 
Press) which released earlier this 
month is set to not only present 
the legendary freedom fighter to 
a new generation but also probe 
beyond the well-known fiery 
persona glamorised in popular 
culture towards his abilities as a 

revolutionary thinker, weaving 
his own writings on religion, 
caste and freedom into the 
story. Sandhu says she was 
part of an artist’s residen-
cy at Preet Lari in Amritsar 

around the time Arpita Das 
of Yoda Press proposed to her 

the idea of a graphic narrative on 
Bhagat Singh, an episode she play-
fully illustrates in her book. She 
had been keen to engage more with 
Punjab’s history and culture, she 
shares, adding that the timing—
the state was then seeing the first 
stirrings of the farmers’ protest—
prodded her further. “I needed to 
study the masculine psyche of a 
Punjabi to understand the cultur-
al moorings of Punjab because it 
is a hyper-masculine culture to 

begin with,” says Sandhu, who 
not only shares her last name but 
also her native region with Bhagat 
Singh—both hail from Majha, an 
area extending from the Beas to 
the Jhelum.

While books and papers by his-
torians, academics and journalists 
helped provide structure to the nar-
rative, the more dramatic episodes 
like the Assembly Bomb trial, and 
his execution lent themselves to 
spirited illustrations. Sandhu says 
she was conscious that her draw-
ings shouldn’t look like anything 
easily identifiable with another 
graphic novelist. “We were inun-
dated with American comics while 
we were growing up and that has 
become a part of our language even 
when we draw. I had to unlearn 
that,” she says, adding that she 
had to  bring in what was around 
her rather than what was given to 
her.  “When we draw intuitively, it 
is different from a western way of 
drawing,” she points out, explaining 
how for instance, round faces rath-
er than angular anime-like features 
come naturally to Indian artists. 
Sandhu also points out how in the 
book, the pages on Singh’s child-
hood were sketched in pencil with 
softer greys, the drawings turning 
stark as he grows older and his ide-
ology hardens. 

Moreover, she wanted the wom-
en of the story to be fleshed out, 

making characters such as Singh’s 
doting aunt Harnam Kaur or revo-
lutionary Durga Devi, who accom-
panied Singh on the train journey 
in which he made his escape af-
ter the killing of John P Saunders, 
prominent on the page. “I wanted 
to have them in every scene be-
cause women are usually invisible,” 
she says. 

While providing ample material 
for the book, Bhagat Singh’s impas-
sioned life story is also instructive 
for our times. For Sandhu, what is 
remarkable was Singh’s ability to 
work with people across party lines 
and ideologies. “He was always 

looking to continue a dialogue, so 
even when he disagreed with Lala 
Lajpat Rai turning more communal 
in his last years, he was still open 
to the fact that Rai was somebody 
who had inspired him during his 
college days. He was reading and 
evolving and constantly changing 
his mind, and so, was allowing 
other people the same leeway,” 
she says, confessing that this is 
missing in politics today. “Bhagat 
Singh seemed like a very amiable 
but argumentative and openly 
critical person.”   
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I FIND [human] figures the most 
difficult to paint, so I paint them 
more and more,” artist Milburn 
Cherian exclaims, much to our 
confusion. If you saw her paint-
ings, which depict an intricate sea 
of people, you wouldn’t think it to 
be true. “I like to punish myself, 
and make my life complicated.” In 
her ongoing exhibition, Mythical 
Realms, we discover a collection of 
paintings spanning the last dec-
ade, with a fascinating attention 
to detail.

While the overarching Bibli-

cal theme is the first thing you’ll 
notice, as you look closer, you’ll 
discover that each painting opens 
like a vivid story with characters, 
motifs and scenery popping up 
as you go along. “I don’t plan any-
thing—my mind is blank when I 
begin, unless something spe-
cific is commissioned to 
me. I start at one corner 
of the canvas with ele-
ments like the sky and 
plants. It’s like writing 
a book—I’ll draw one 
figure and then get an 
idea and flow it into the 
painting. Until the very 

end, I have no clue what 
the completed work is 
going to look like.”

In Surrealist style, 
which has heavily in-
fluenced her work, 
some figures don’t have 
hands. It’s to emphasise 
emptiness along with 
pain and suffering. “It’s 
a strong way to depict 
it, but I never paint chil-
dren like that,” she quickly adds.

Some of her larger works—such 
as the pièce de résistance titled, 
Signs in the Skies—took almost 
six to eight months to complete. 

“The bigger ones are my 
earlier works where I 

primarily used earthy 
colours—I was scared 
of colour, and a little 
choosy about it at the 
time. To hold [vibrant 
shades] on that scale 

felt a little tricky, so I 
started experimenting 

with them on my small-
er paintings. Eventually, 
I brightened the shades 
because I’d paint a lot 
of wretchedness and 
suffering. To lighten 
an entire story, I used  
more colour.”

Interestingly, Cheri-
an didn’t start her career 
with Biblical themes. 
It was poet Adil Jus-

sawalla who planted the seed in 
her head when he reckoned that 
she was a painter influenced by 
religion. “At first, I vehemently de-
nied it. When I was invited to paint 
for the once-in-10-years viewing 
of Saint Francis Xavier’s body in 
Goa—along with 25 other artists 
of different faiths—I recreated 
topics from the Bible. That’s how 
it all began. My first painting was 
Christ in a temple driving out all 
the money lenders!”
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Tale of gods
Intricate enough to be a jigsaw puzzle or a game of 
Where’s Waldo?, Milburn Cherian’s Biblical paintings 
play out like a vivid storybook

Ela Das

A Dharamshala-based illustrator who comes from the same riverine 
region of Punjab as Bhagat Singh, presents his life and writings to a 
new generation by going beyond popular representations
suchEta chakraborty

‘He was amiable  
but argumentative’

He was always looking to 
continue a dialogue, so even 
when he disagreed with Lala 
Lajpat Rai turning more 
communal in his last years, 
he was still open to the fact 
that Rai was somebody who 
had inspired him during his 
college days
Ikroop Sandhu

Bhagat Singh’s abilities as revolutionary thinker are highlighted in the graphic 
novel as it weaves his own writing on religion, caste and freedom into the story

WHAT: 
Inquilab 
Zindabad: A 
Graphic 
Biography of 
Bhagat Singh

WHERE: 
Leading 
bookstores

PRICE: R499

 Milburn Cherian’s solo exhibition features select 
paintings done over the last decade, featuring 
meticulous detailing

WHAT: Mythical 
Realms by Milburn 
Cherian

WHERE: Art Musings, 
Admiralty Building, 
Colaba

WHEN: Till May 15 
from 11 am to 6.30 pm

CALL: 22163339
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