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The first comic book series inspired by Islamic legend,
The 99, is making waves across the world ®m DIPANITA NATH

ITISHOW
UN-ISLAMIC THE
BOOKS ARE THAT
CREATES A SENSE
OF WONDER.
“IWAS OUT

TO BREAK
STEREOTYPES,”
SAYS AL-MUTAWA
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n 1258, a bloodthirsty warrior called

Hulagu Khan got ready to wreak de-

struction on Baghdad, home to the

biggest library of the time, the Daral-

Hikma. Desperate to save their wealth
oflearning, Daral-Hikma librarians instilled
all their knowledge into 99 gemstones, called
the Noor stones, crafted to absorb the light of
reason. In time, the stones were lost. Only the
legend remained.

Then, in 2006, anew comic book series, The

99, announced that the stoneshad been found
— they were with 99 children scattered across
the globe who had strange powers. This band
of 99 would fight evil and save the world with
their extraordinary qualities, qualities that
onlyAllah could possess.

This makes The 99possibly the first comic
bookseries inspired by Islamic historyand cul-
ture. “According to the Koran, Allah has 99 traits
like generosity, mercy and wisdom. Each su-
perhero embodies one trait. Bagi the Everlast-
ing never gets tired or hungry, Mussawwira the
Organiser can make order out of chaos, Rafie
the Lifter can control gravityand Hadyathe
Guideisneverlostasshe can map arouteto
anywhere,” says Naif al-Mutawa, the 38-year-
old Kuwait-based psychologist who publishes
the books under hislabel Teshkeel Media
Group.

The99comics bust the stereotype ofa Mus-
lim, especially the linking of Islam with terror.
Asitentered bestsellinglists in one country af-
ter another, fromWest Asia to the US, Forbes
called it “one of the top 20 trends sweeping the
world”. “Shortlyafter9/11,1decided thatl
would take Islam back from the people who
had takenithostage, butIdid notknowhow.

The answer was staringme in the face. It was as

simple and as difficult as the multiplication of
9by 11,” says al-Mutawa.

In India, where the books arrived in May
2008 in association with Chandamama, the re-
sponse hasbeen mixed. Major citieshave
taken to it, smaller ones haven't. Onlyafew
characters are introduced each month with

each book. Indiaknows 12 though there are 20-

odd outin the world today.

They have a powerful enemy, the evil
Rughal, who wants to reduce the world to rub-
ble. Rughal, once the guardian of the Noor
stones, isnowa human figure packed with
pure energy. The full extent ofhis powersre-
mains a mystery.

The superheroes are headed by Dr Ramzi
Razem, who has no special powers of his own
butisabrilliantleader and teacher. Both Dr
Ramzi and Rughal dress in western suitsand
form a good-versus-evil axis thatresultsin
high-energyadventure, “Thereis a good group
and an evil ageless person who wants torule
the world. Childrenlike the conflictand these
superheroes are different, so that makes them
more interesting,” says Subramanyan L, CEO,
Chandamama.

Al-Mutawa says he had an inkling that the
books would “create a tremendous impactin
the Islamic world”. “That's why I didn’t consult
anyIslamicscholars,” he says. Instead he con-
centrated ona grippingstoryline with a con-
temporary edge. In Storm: Front,for example,
there’sa familiar distress call: “Weather pat-
terns are changing, sealevelsrising, glaciers
melting.....thisisn’t greenhouse emissions
we're talking about.”

Asfor the artwork, al-Mutawa provides a
basic archetype before his team of experts
takes over. Team 99 comes from across the

world (“Sometimes, I am the only Muslim in
the room. Even our animation studio is based
in Chennai,” says al-Mutawa). It includes sea-
soned artists like Neal Adams of DC comics,
Dan Panosian, who has worked on Spider-Man
and The Hulk, and writers like Fabian Nicieza,
who wrote for X-Men and Power Rangers.
Butitis howun-Islamic the books are that
creates asense ofwonder. “I wanted to high-
lightIslam asloving and tolerant. Iwas out to
breakall stereotypes. There's no religion or
prayers; the daredevil isa girl called Mumita
who has grown up fighting on the streets. Only
four characters wear the veil,” says al-Mutawa.
The charactersalso come from across the
world. The mysterious Batinathe Hidden s,
from Yemen, Bari the Healeris a blackboy from
South Africa, Sami the Listener is from Sudan,
Mussawwira from Ghana, Hadya frém Pak-
istan and the UK and Wassi the Vast, who can
change his size at will, goes by the name Ashok
Mohan in India. There's inclusiveness in other
ways also. Darr the Afflicter is wheelchair-
bound and Sami cannot speak. “Kuwait isn't
the mostsecular society in the world, so imag-
ine how greatitfeels to see kids idolise heroes
from Portugal, Hungaryand the US,” saysal-
Mutawa. One of the impulses for the books, he
says, came from the fear that the world which
his young sons had inherited was increasingly
seeingIslam linked to terrorism. “Istarted
thinking seriously about who your heroes were
goingtobe,” he said onceinaletter to hissons.
Amongthe first to oppose the comics was
Saudi Arabia, where a stringent version of Is-
lam prevents personification of Allah and
other religious figures. “For two years, they
shutusout. Then, on our second round of fi-
nancing, I approached an Islamic bank which
had seven religious scholars on board. Once
they approved the books, it was smooth sailing
in that country,” says al-Mutawa.
Theironylies elsewhere. The US, which not
all of the Arabworld considers a friend, is
where the 99 superheroes may find seasoned
guidance. According to an agreement signed
earlier this month, the Justice League of Amer-
ica, comprising Superman, Batman and Won-
derWoman among others, will soon accom-
pany the 99 on their adventures. “We're still
working on the storyline. Perhaps it will start
with US President Barack Obama’s Cairo ad-
dress,” says al-Mutawa. The world is safe. The
99arehere. ¢
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