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INTRODUCTION: A NEW LENS ON
AN ANCIENT EPIC

The Mahabharata is not merely a story;
it is a living, breathing entity that has
shaped the cultural, spiritual, and moral
fabric of the Indian subcontinent for
millennia. Composed by the sage Vyasa,
this epic is a labyrinth of narratives,

philosophies, and genealogies that has
been told and retold countless times.
However, few retellings have managed
to capture the modern imagination quite
like Jaya: An lllustrated Retelling of
the Mahabharata by Devdutt
Pattanaik. This book is not just another
summary of the ancient text; it is a
masterful synthesis of scholarship,
mythology, and visual art that offers
readers a unique entry point into one of
humanity's greatest stories. Whether


https://www.remodelicious.com/

you are a first-time reader or a seasoned
scholar of the epic, Pattanaik's work
provides a fresh, accessible, and deeply
insightful journey through the events of
Kurukshetra and beyond.

WHO IS DEVDUTT PATTANAIK?
THE MYTHOLOGIST BEHIND THE
MASTERPIECE

To understand the significance of Jaya:
An lllustrated Retelling of the
Mahabharata by Devdutt Pattanaik,
one must first appreciate the author
himself. Devdutt Pattanaik is a
celebrated Indian mythologist, author,
and speaker known for his ability to
decode complex mythological narratives
for contemporary audiences. With a
background in medicine and a lifelong
passion for mythology, Pattanaik brings

a unique, analytical yet empathetic
perspective to ancient stories. He has
authored numerous bestsellers,
including Myth = Mithya and The
Business Sutra, but Jaya remains one of
his most ambitious and celebrated
works. Pattanaik’s approach is not
academic in the dry, textbook sense.
Instead, he weaves together historical
context, regional variations, and
psychological insights, making
mythology relevant to modern life. His
writing is crisp, his observations are
sharp, and his ability to distill complex
ideas into simple, powerful sentences is
unmatched.

THE CONCEPT BEHIND JAYA:
MORE THAN A RETELLING

The title itself, Jaya, which means
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"victory," holds deep significance.
According to tradition, the original epic
was called Jaya before it expanded into
the Bharata and eventually the
Mahabharata we know today. Pattanaik
consciously chooses this title to honor
the core essence of the story. In Jaya:
An lllustrated Retelling of the
Mahabharata by Devdutt Pattanaik,
the author does not merely recount
events. He interprets them. He peels
back the layers of allegory, metaphor,
and symbolism that are often lost in
literal readings. The book is structured
as a series of 18 chapters, mirroring the
18 days of the Kurukshetra war and the
18 chapters of the Bhagavad Gita. This
structural choice is not arbitrary; it
reflects Pattanaik’'s deep respect for the
epic’s internal symmetry and numeric

symbolism.

A Dialogue
Between
Tradition and
Modernity

What makes Jaya stand out is its dual
narrative style. On one side of each
page, Pattanaik presents the main story
in a straightforward, chronological flow.
On the other side, he offers insights,
explanations, and contextual notes. This
format allows the reader to experience
the epic on two levels simultaneously.
You can read the story as a gripping



narrative of family feuds, divine
interventions, and colossal battles, or
you can dive into the footnotes and
explore the philosophical underpinnings
of each event. For example, when
describing the game of dice, Pattanaik
does not just narrate the sequence of
events. He explains the concept of lila
(divine play) and the idea that
Draupadi’s humiliation was not just a
human tragedy but a cosmic catalyst.
This layered approach makes Jaya: An
Illustrated Retelling of the
Mahabharata by Devdutt Pattanaik
a book that rewards multiple readings.

THE VISUAL ELEMENT: WHY
ILLUSTRATIONS MATTER

As the title suggests, this is an illustrated
retelling, and the visual component is

integral to the experience. Pattanaik’s
illustrations are not mere decorations;
they are a language of their own. Drawn
in a distinctive, almost minimalist style,
the images convey emotions, symbols,
and relationships that words alone
cannot capture. Each illustration is
accompanied by a caption that adds
another layer of meaning. For instance,
the image of Bhishma lying on a bed of
arrows is not just a depiction of a scene
but a visual meditation on loyalty, duty,
and the pain of choice. The illustrations
in Jaya: An lllustrated Retelling of
the Mahabharata by Devdutt
Pattanaik are inspired by traditional
Indian art forms, including temple
sculptures, folk art, and manuscript
paintings. This visual vocabulary
connects the book to the ancient
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tradition of storytelling through images,
making it a tactile and visual feast.

KEY THEMES EXPLORED IN JAYA

Pattanaik’s retelling brings several key
themes to the forefront, making Jaya:
An lllustrated Retelling of the
Mahabharata by Devdutt Pattanaik
a rich text for reflection.

Dharma: The
Complexity of
Righteousness

The central theme of the Mahabharata is
dharma, often translated as duty,
righteousness, or law. Pattanaik refuses

to simplify this concept. He presents
dharma as inherently ambiguous and
contextual. The Pandavas may be the
heroes, but their actions are often
morally questionable. The Kauravas are
the antagonists, yet they have their own
logic and pain. Through his commentary,
Pattanaik shows that the Mahabharata
does not offer easy answers. It asks hard
guestions. The book challenges readers
to move beyond binary judgments of
good and evil and to embrace the gray
areas of ethical decision-making.

Karma and



Destiny: The
Cosmic Web

Another major theme is the interplay of
karma (action) and daiva (destiny or
divine will). Pattanaik explains that every
character in the epic is bound by the
consequences of their actions, yet they
also have free will to make choices
within those constraints. This is
beautifully illustrated in the story of
Karna, perhaps the most tragic figure in
the epic. Karna is trapped by his
circumstances, yet he makes choices
that define his fate. Jaya: An
Illustrated Retelling of the
Mahabharata by Devdutt Pattanaik
does not portray Karna as a simple

victim. It shows him as a complex
human being whose strengths and
weaknesses are intertwined.

Gender and
Power: The Voice
of Draupadi

Pattanaik pays special attention to the
women of the Mahabharata, especially
Draupadi. In many traditional retellings,
Draupadi is reduced to a trophy or a
catalyst. In Jaya, she emerges as a fully
realized character with agency, anger,
and intelligence. Pattanaik explores her
polyandrous marriage, her public
humiliation, and her thirst for vengeance
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with nuance. He also highlights other
female figures like Kunti, Gandhari, and
Subhadra, each representing different
facets of womanhood and power in a
patriarchal society.

WHY JAYA STANDS OUT AMONG
OTHER RETELLINGS

There are dozens of retellings of the
Mahabharata available, from the poetic
translations of C. Rajagopalachari to the
scholarly works of Bibek Debroy and the
novels of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. So
what makes Jaya: An lllustrated
Retelling of the Mahabharata by
Devdutt Pattanaik unique?

* Accessibility: The language is
simple and direct, making the epic
accessible to readers who may be

intimidated by the original Sanskrit
texts or dense academic
commentaries.

e Visual Appeal: The illustrations

make the book a pleasure to
browse, and they serve as visual
mnemonics for key events and
ideas.

Brevity with Depth: Despite
covering the entire epic, the book
is concise. Pattanaik chooses what
to include and what to omit with
care, ensuring that the reader gets
the essence without getting lost in
genealogical digressions.
Regional Perspectives:
Pattanaik incorporates variations
from different regional traditions
across India, showing that the
Mahabharata is not a monolithic



text but a living tradition with
many versions.

Cultural Context: The book is
deeply rooted in Indian cultural
and philosophical traditions, but it
is presented in a way that is
understandable to a global
audience.

players.

. Growing Up: The childhood and

education of the Pandavas and
Kauravas.

. The House of Lac: The

assassination attempt and the
escape.

. Draupadi's Swayamvara: The test

of archery and the marriage.
STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK: A 5. The Game of Dice: The fatal

JOURNEY THROUGH 18 CHAPTERS gambling match and Draupadi's
disrobing.

6. Exile: The 12 years in the forest
filled with lessons and encounters.

7. In Disquise: The year of hidden
identity in the court of King Virata.

8. Negotiations: Krishna's peace
mission and the failure of

1. Beginnings: The origins of the Kuru diplomacy.
dynasty and the birth of the key 9. The War Begins: The armies

The 18 chapters of Jaya: An lllustrated
Retelling of the Mahabharata by
Devdutt Pattanaik correspond to the
18 books of the epic as well as the 18
days of the war. Each chapter covers a
major phase of the story:
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

assemble and the Gita is revealed.
Day to Day Battles: Each day of
the war brings new twists, deaths,
and moral dilemmas.

Bhishma's Fall: The fall of the
grandsire and the secrets of his
death.

Drona's End: The death of the
teacher and the role of deceit.
Karna's Tragedy: The revelation of
Karna's true parentage and his
death.

The Fall of the Kauravas: The final
days of the war and the death of
Duryodhana.

Aftermath: The grief of the victors
and the curse of Gandhari.

The End of the Yadava Clan: The
tragic end of Krishna's own clan.
The Journey of the Pandavas: The

final journey to the Himalayas and
the ascent to heaven.

18. Conclusion: Reflections on the
meaning of victory and loss.

This structure ensures that the narrative
maintains a steady pace while allowing
space for reflection and commentary.

WHO SHOULD READ JAYA: AN
ILLUSTRATED RETELLING OF THE
MAHABHARATA BY DEVDUTT
PATTANAIK?

This book is ideal for a wide range of
readers:

¢ First-time readers of the
Mahabharata who want a
comprehensive yet accessible
introduction.



» Teachers and educators looking
for a resource to explain the epic
to students.

e Art lovers who appreciate the
fusion of text and illustration.

e Philosophy enthusiasts
interested in the ethical and
spiritual questions raised by the
epic.

e Fans of Devdutt Pattanaik who
enjoy his unique style of myth-
interpretation.

e Anyone seeking a deeper
understanding of Indian
culture, mythology, and
values.

10

The book is also an excellent gift for
young adults who are exploring their
cultural heritage and for anyone who
loves a good story told with intelligence
and heart.

THE CULTURAL AND GLOBAL
SIGNIFICANCE OF JAYA

In an age of globalization, where cultural
narratives are often homogenized, Jaya:
An lllustrated Retelling of the
Mahabharata by Devdutt Pattanaik
serves as a powerful reminder of the
richness and diversity of Indian
storytelling. The book
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