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Abstract

Argha Manna is a cancer-researcher-turned cartoonist. He worked as a research fellow at Bose Institute, 
India. After leaving academic research, he joined a media-house and started operating as an independ-
ent comics artist. He loves to tell stories from the history of science, social history and lab-based science 
through visual narratives. His blog, Drawing History of Science (https://drawinghistoryofscience.word-
press.com), has been featured by Nature India. Argha has been collaborating with various scientific 
institutes and science communicator groups from India and abroad. His collaborators are from National 
Centre for Biological Science (NCBS, Bangalore), Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology (CCMB, 
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Hyderabad), Jadavpur University (Kolkata), Heidelberg Center for Transcultural Studies (University 
of Heidelberg, Germany) and a few others. Last year, he received STEMPeers Fellowship for creating 
comics on the history of vaccination and other aspects of medical histories, published in Club SciWri, a 
digital publication wing of STEMPeers Group. Currently, Argha is collaborating in a project, ‘Famine 
Tales from India and Britain’ as a graphic artist. This is a UK-based project, funded by the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council, led by Dr Ayesha Mukherjee, University of Exeter. In this interview, 
Partha Bhattacharjee and Priyanka Tripathi speak with Indian ‘alternative’ cartoonist Argha Manna to 
trace his journey from a cancer researcher to a cartoonist. Manna is a storyteller of history of science, in 
visuals. Recently, his works reflect social problems under the light of historical and scientific theories. 
Bhattacharjee and Tripathi trace Manna’s shift from a science-storyteller in a visual medium to a medical-
cartoonist who is working on issues related to a global pandemic, its impact on life and literature vis-à-vis 
social intervention. They also focus on Manna’s latest comics on COVID-19.

Partha Bhattacharjee (PB): Hi! Argha Manna, how are you? I hope you are safe and staying at home in 
this crisis. Kindly introduce yourself in detail to our readers.

Argha Manna (AM): Hello. I am safe at home. Hope you all are safe as well. I am Argha Manna, a 
journalist by day and cartoonist by night. I started my career as a researcher in cancer cell biology but 
dropped and took refuge in art. I love to call myself an amateur science historian. I am a Joe Sacco 
and Nick Sousanis fan. I often dream to produce an academic thesis at the interface of the history of 
art and early development of modern science in comics.

Priyanka Tripathi (PT): I am sure that there were many factors that led to your interest in comics. Would 
you like to reflect upon some of them? What shaped your approach to the arts, crafts and cartooning in your 
early days?

AM: During my Ph.D. days, my favourite tool was live-cell video-micrography. I always wanted to 
experience cellular physiology in visuals. Even during lab meetings, I used to present my idea with 
some hand-drawn sketches. At that time, I did not know anything about world comics. I just loved 
drawing stories which are from my researches and my scientific thoughts.

In 2015, Science published a Special Issue to celebrate the 100th anniversary of Albert Einstein’s 
general theory of relativity. On that issue, a short comics by Adrian Chao got published. In the same 
year, Nature published a comics by Richard Monastersky and Nick Sousanis – The Fragile Framework. 
I got thrilled to see that the giants of scientific publishing started to publish comics. It was beyond 
my imagination that academic scientific journal could be interested in comics. A new world was 
revealed in front of me. I started reading other science comics available then. Larry Gonick’s work, 
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especially the strips published in Discover magazine inspired me a lot. Then I got introduced to other 
comics genres.

Next year, I left academic research. I wanted to become a comics artist. Though I got introduced 
to the comics world through science comics, I wanted to create graphic stories on social issues, 
human suffering, injustice. Hillary Chute’s book Drawn Disaster (2016) influenced me a lot. At that 
time, I was dying to create something like Joe Sacco. I was young in the field, albeit over-excited. 
Slowly I started to realize how tough it was walking on Sacco’s trail. Anyway, I joined a media house 
with a dream to become a comics-journalist. Soon I realized that mainstream media houses, espe-
cially in India are not interested in comics-journalism and I could not operate as a freelance since I 
was the only earning member in the family. So, I started blogging. I already had exposure to scientific 
research, keeping that in mind I started drawing comics on science and history of science.

PB: I want to know about your upcoming project ‘Famine Tales from India and Britain’.

AM: ‘Famine Tales from India and Britain’ is an AHRC-funded collaborative project led by Professor 
Ayesha Mukherjee at the University of Exeter, with colleagues at Jadavpur University in Calcutta. It 
is supported by the British Library and Asia House, London. This project involves the retelling of the 
stories of famines from India and Britain by patachitrakars (traditional scroll painters) from the village 
of Naya in rural West Bengal and graphic artists from the city of Calcutta. So this project could be 
considered as a perfect amalgamation of visual storytelling and academic historical research. Both 
artist groups are using the project’s research database ‘Famine and Dearth in India and Britain 1550 
to 1800’ to learn about, interpret and narrate – in their own ways – past stories of famine and their 
current relevance. The database contains more than 700 multilingual sources, compiled by Professor 
Mukherjee from fourteen archives in the United Kingdom and India, including remotely located 
regional libraries. The outcome of the project will be a series of physical exhibitions in Kolkata, 
London and Exeter. An anthology including all graphic arts created by urban graphic artists and 
traditional scroll painters will be published by Jadavpur University Press.

In this project, my role is to bring the stories of the Great Bengal Famine, 1770 into life by creat-
ing a short graphic story, in collaboration with Debkumar Mitra. Debkumar is a comics curator, artist 
and one of the editors of Longform Comics Anthology. We have been extensively using the database 
I mentioned above. For visual references, we are depending on the British Library.

Alongside the creation of the graphic story, I have been creating an accordion book, illustrating a 
panorama based on John Shore’s poem on The Great Bengal Famine. He was the governor-general 
of Bengal for the East India Company, and wrote a poem on famine based on his personal experi-
ence. Here Joe Sacco’s accordion book depicting the first day’s fighting in the Battle of the Somme 
during the First World War influenced me a lot.
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Detail description, about the participants regarding this project and their work in progress, could 
be found here: http://faminetales.exeter.ac.uk/.

PT: Recently, I have come across a four-page comic on your Facebook page – Destined to Starve? What is 
the core idea behind creating it?

AM: In this four-page comic, Destined to Starve?, I have drawn parallels between the lockdown’s 
impact on food security in India and the 1770 Bengal Famine. In 1770, tremendous corporate pres-
sure from East India Company led to a devastating famine in Bengal. In the agrarian and artisa-
nal economy of mid-eighteenth-century Bengal, though labouring peasants were most affected by 
famine, the daily waged labourers like limestone workers, boatmen and small businessmen died 
first. Local economic exchanges at the lowest layers of the economy ground to a halt, without much 
help (see Figure 1).

Its significance for present-day concerns is striking. The vulnerability of unorganized sector 
workers, migrant workers and artisans remains the same in the current situation, as it was two and 
half-century ago. Though the lockdown has augmented their suffering, through this short comics 
I wanted to recall and remind that the market monopoly, corporate pressure and uneven wealth 
distribution have already pushed the unorganized sector to its tipping point.

The comics has been published in the Food Security: Past and Present blog, part of the ‘Famine 
and Dearth in India and Britain, 1550–1800’ project (http://foodsecurity.exeter.ac.uk/).

PB: Do you mind sharing some of the illustrations from your sketchbook on Great Bengal famine of 1770?

AM: Some of my preparatory sketches have been showcased in the collection section of the Famine 
Tales website under the section ‘Chhiattor Graphic Art: Process (sketches)’. Here is the link: http://
faminetales.exeter.ac.uk/items/show/45.

The section also contains a video where I have explained the preparatory sketching process. You 
can find the video here: http://faminetales.exeter.ac.uk/items/show/46.

PB: In this interview, I will focus on your latest comic, Be Aware of Droplets & Bubbles!!. As we endure 
the excruciating experience of the effects of the Coronavirus, it seems your comic unfolds ‘behind the scenes’ of 
how ‘the legacy of the cycle’ of Coronavirus ‘goes on’. Please tell us in detail about the comic.

AM: The comic Be Aware of Droplets & Bubbles!! explains the basic mechanism of spreading of conta-
gious diseases out of spitting or sneezing. This mechanism, at least what I have explained in my 
comic, is not exclusive for Coronavirus contamination, rather contextual to any pathogenic disease 
that can be spread through droplets (see Figure 2).

http://faminetales.exeter.ac.uk/
http://foodsecurity.exeter.ac.uk/
http://faminetales.exeter.ac.uk/items/show/45
http://faminetales.exeter.ac.uk/items/show/45
http://faminetales.exeter.ac.uk/items/show/46
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Figure 1: The first page of the Destined to Starve? comic published in the Food Security: Past and Present 
blog, part of the ‘Famine and Dearth in India and Britain 1550–1880’ project (foodsecurity.exeter.ac.uk).
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Figure 2: Spit bubbles and saliva.
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Figure 3: Marangoni flow.
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Figure 4: Local Marangoni flow.



Interview with Argha Manna

www.intellectbooks.com  413

This comic is based on outstanding research done by Lydia Bourouiba and a group from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). This twenty-page comic consists of two parts. First, I 
have tried to explain the generation, travel and decay mechanism of the spit bubble – its life cycle. 
Second, how a pathogen-loaded bubble delays its decay processing using the ‘Marangoni flow’ effect 
(see Figures 3 and 4).

PT: In our times, the impact and influence of ‘alternative truths’ and human error in reporting have been 
under more scrutiny than ever, especially as fake news takes over social media platforms. Amidst propa-
ganda, tabloid news and satirical reporting, how do you ensure the credibility of your comics? What are your 
basic methods apart from circulating within the right channels in making people easily aware of a subject 
that is otherwise difficult to understand?

AM: We cannot deny that various channels in social media are dominating information sharing 
nowadays and the fourth pillar of democracy, ‘Press and Media’ is shaken a bit. But even within the 
bombardment of modified, mutated and distorted information, we can search the truth by asking 
basic questions. Particularly, this comic also started with some basic questions. What happens when 
someone spits and sneezes in public? We all know that such action could be contagious, but how do 
such actions spread disease? What is the exact mechanism?

I started reading various scientific journals in search of the answer. Slowly I started to under-
stand the science. To communicate the knowledge further, I had two choices – either pen an article 
or draw a comic. I chose the second path. One can find that most of the fake news or mutated truth 
also comes with visuals with wrong captions. People easily get overwhelmed by visuals. visual story-
tellers can overpower such practices creating new visuals, providing the right information. Through 
my comics, I tried to do the same. But now I feel that, though my primary agenda was to spread 
awareness, this particular cartoon can serve little purpose in its current form, especially in the Indian 
context. Those texts in my comics are in English and India is a multilingual country. In this current 
form, it could be reached to a particular section of society only. The translation in various regional 
languages can only fulfil the purpose of creating the piece. Keeping this in mind I have already 
planned to release some translated versions with the help of a couple of friends all over India.

PB: COVID-19 promises to alter us all in strange ways, creating reverberations that will echo into our 
future. Do you think there will be a kind of a paradigm shift in terms of how we address our anxieties, ambi-
tions and achievements? Do you think we will become more vulnerable than we ever were?

AM: Anxieties, ambitions and achievements are different among the people residing in different 
layers of the social pyramid. The boundaries of these layers are determined by economic inequal-
ity, sociopolitical status, and ethnic biases (caste system). So, the ‘three A’ is a complex story. I have 
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created a subtracted version of the ‘three A’ to make it visibly understandable (mostly based on 
economic inequality) (See Figure 5).

I agree that COVID-19 will alter all of us in strange ways, but I don’t think that some kind of 
paradigm shift will be seen in terms of how people from different layers of the social pyramid will 
address the ‘three As’. I would call the alterations paradigm shifts only if anxieties, ambitions and 
achievements of one layer get shuffled with another layer. Or, if all the boundaries get dissolved and 
a unified layer form. I don’t think either of these is going to happen. I think people from the bottom 
layers of the social pyramids – migrant workers, daily-waged labourers, and the whole unorganized 
sector will become more valuable than it ever was.

Figure 5: The effects of COVID-19, drawn for this interview.
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PT: This moment of global crisis laid open to us the harsh realities of our capitalist mindset. While it is 
understandable that our health care and economy have suffered, it did teach us that empathy and passion, 
two key tools on which life and literature survive, are the primary concerns for human survival. What are 
your thoughts and how do you intend to percolate your thoughts into what you create?

AM: I appreciate this question very much! There is no doubt that even though a pandemic like 
COVID-19 is an event, how a society responds to it is a long-term process, often dominated by 
capitalism. If I particularly focus on my comics, apparently this is a science-comic, explaining the 
dynamics of droplets generated from spitting or sneezing. But science is not separate from social 
events, problems and reasons. This comic in its current form is just the surface, but there are social 
layers underneath. We can see those layers if we further our questioning. Why and how have spit-
ting and sneezing in public become a practice, particularly in India? In developing tropical countries 
like India, workers are often bound to work in unpleasant environments like unventilated rooms in 
unbearable heat and humidity. Most people have to opt for a highly crowded transportation system. 
So, this is basic physiology that their bodies generate spitting materials to keep their mouth hydrated. 
Sneezing and coughing are basic mechanisms of the body in response to pollutants, also. Most of 
the cities in India are highly polluted and rising pollution is directly correlated with the rising trends 
of unequal wealth distribution. Excessive spitting, sneezing and chronic cough are the outcomes of 
overproduction of mucus (see Figure 6).

This overproduction is governed by the interaction of our breathing apparatus with pollutants. 
I hope now it is clear that capitalism, unequal wealth distribution, unpleasant work and residential 
environments and spitting or sneezing or coughing behaviours are within the same loop. We cannot 
deny the role of the chewing tobacco market in India (see Figure 7).

Authorities do not ban such companies because they are huge revenue generators. But, yes dark 
events like pandemics also remind us of some moral values and bring out the empathetic nature of 
humans. Empathy teaches us cooperation. If a sense of cooperation can overpower competitiveness 
within us, then I would say this is a triumph over our capitalist entity within us.

PB: Within the twenty-page illustration, you have used multiple tools and techniques of comics. Can you 
briefly explain them? Kindly detail upon some of the illustrations. I will really cherish if you can inform 
readers where they can access the entire narrative.

AM: In this twenty-page comic, I have used very basic forms of comics – deliberately juxtaposed 
visuals in sequence, and close interaction between text and images. Since I have published this in 
my blog, I have considered one panel as one page, so that I could upload them one after another. 
This was to increase readability and fluidity for a reader on a digital platform. I have drawn this 
comic using black ink on white paper. I love using fountain pens, so the whole piece was drawn 
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Figure 6: The danger of public spitting.
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Figure 7: The danger of public spitting.
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Figure 8: Anatomically realistic drawing of the transition of the spit bubble.
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using a fountain pen. Comics itself is a subtracted art form which separates this from photo-realistic 
documentaries (see Figure 8). Comics artists often extract necessary information from a scene and 
augment that information using his/her some sort of artistic freedom and imagination. I followed the 
same while drawing this piece. You can find the whole story by visiting my blog Drawing History of 
Science.

PT: Minutely observing the crisis of COVID-19 being presented by the media, do you have any plan of 
making comics about people who are encashing the crisis? Do you think that your illustrations will help 
those who are not abiding by the rules of complete lockdown?

AM: I have found that different authoritative powers from different sections of the society are trying 
to encash the COVID-19 for their benefits. Sometimes, encashing acts are for short-term material-
istic gains, sometimes for ideological gains. Every epidemic or pandemic has a specific pattern if we 
see them through the lens of social scientists or historians. In such a pattern blame-game divide of 
opinions, ethnic biases are obvious parts. Many people and political authorities try to encash the 
situation using these as tools. I have created a comics on the structural analysis of an epidemic, titled 
‘It all started from ignorance’ where I have a plan to develop a separate story on encashing the situ-
ation. Right now I am collecting stories for that. I think the complete lockdown is a double-edged 
sword. It is necessary to stop community spreading but this situation must have an end. Otherwise, 
a section of people will die of hunger. I believe that my current series on COVID-19 will be helpful 
to understand lockdown from different angles.

PB: Do you have any plans to continue a series on COVID-19?

AM: Along with the comic on droplets, I have created a four-page graphic story explaining how neo-
capitalism has pushed the unorganized sector to the tipping point in this crisis: Destined to Starve?.

I have also drawn a short comic as an imaginary conversation with Professor Charles Rosenberg, 
professor of History of Science, Harvard University. Here I have tried to understand the current 
pandemic under the light of his theory of an epidemic. I have a plan to extend my response to the 
COVID-19 situation as a cartoonist.

Recently, the World Food Programme (WFP) executive director David Beasley has warned that in 
addition to the threat posed by COVID-19, the world will face ‘multiple famines of biblical propor-
tions'. In my opinion, due to lockdown in several countries, food-producing and supply chains are 
on pause. Hence, a famine-like situation may emerge in small pockets even in the developing coun-
tries, which are not directly under the threat of famine. Keeping this in mind, I am researching the 
previous efforts by the scientists to resist famine. Currently, I am researching Nikolai Vavilov’s life 
and times. He was a Soviet agronomist who travelled the world to help end famine. Unfortunately, 
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he ended up in prison. I have a plan to create a short comic on his scientific effort, hence I am 
working on the required visual references. Moreover, I am documenting how COVID-19 is affecting 
suburban lives economically and psychologically.

PT and PB: Thank you so much, Argha Manna for giving your precious time.

AM: Dr Bhattacharjee and Dr Tripathi, thank you so much for this opportunity.
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