Harry Potter with samosas

Indian children’s writing comes of age
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When I was a child growing up in India in the eighties, my school had a library with books locked away in cupboards, presumably to keep them safe from our grubby hands. We were allowed one “educational” book a week, carefully chosen by the teachers. Until recently Indian children’s writing—in English, that is— was a larger version of my school library. Conservative publishers doled out patronising, preachy tomes, mostly tired retellings of Indian myths. There were exceptions, such as the writers Ruskin Bond, Shashi Deshpande and R.K Narayan. But they were overshadowed by the flood of poorly written, poorly produced and downright dull books. For a fun read, Indian children turned to imports from the West, idolising writers such as Enid Blyton, Carolyn Keene (the Nancy Drew books) and J.R Tolkien.

Then came Potter mania, which rekindled a new interest in writing for children. In the past few years, Indian writers have finally rejected hackneyed, moralistic tales and written books that are funny, innovative and even subversive. “Writing for children was seen as ‘dumbing down’, but that attitude is changing rapidly, thanks to the success of Harry Potter,” says V.K Karthika, executive editor at Penguin India. “Almost 40% of India’s population is under 15,” points out Jaya Bhattacharjee, editor of Young Zubaan, a new children’s imprint. “That’s a huge market right there.” Celebrity children’s authors include Sudha Murty, the wife of Narayan Murty, chairman of software major Infosys, and the current president of India, A.P.J Abdul Kalam. Several new publishing houses dedicated specially to children’s writing have been launched.  Penguin India has two children’s imprints, Puffin and Ladybird. Their children’s list has grown from 6 books in 2000 to 40 books in 2006.

Where once there were only educational books, there are now genres ranging from science fiction to adventure, from picture books to nonsense verse, from biographies to wildlife guides. Says children’s writer Vandana Singh, “More and more books break away from tired old themes, or rejuvenate them. These books are extremely well-written, thoughtful and fun and most importantly, don’t talk down to children or treat them like idiots.”  Airy, large mega stores with attractive displays and room to browse have replaced the dingy, uninviting bookshops of ten years ago. The rise of a new middle class with money to spend on luxuries has also helped book sales. “It’s an information age,” says Bhattacharjee, about the growing readiness of Indian children to read more widely. “Children now have access to the internet, and pocket money of their own, which they use to buy books. There’s even a kind of snobbery about what they have read.”  

While it is growing steadily, the market for Indian writing in English is still small.  Singh’s two charming “Younguncle” books— about a maverick uncle with a taste for adventure—have got good reviews, including praise from speculative fiction writer Ursula LeGuin.  Still, her two books have sold only 6000 copies in all, which makes them good sellers by Indian standards. “Most books by Indian authors sell around 4000 copies, though educational and mythological books often sell over 15,000 copies,” says Karthika. In contrast, the latest Harry Potter book sold around 150,000 copies in India. Publishers still have children’s lists dominated by textbooks, educational and mythological books. “The notion of reading for pleasure is still very much confined to the elite,” says illustrator and author Manjula Padmanabhan. Padmanabhan is the author of “Unprincess”, a wickedly irreverent tale of princesses who defy stereotypes, and “Mouse Attack”, a zany adventure story with a plucky mouse as its hero. “When Indian parents buy books for their children, they still think there must be some tangible benefit.”

Production and marketing continue to be neglected. “The focus in India has always been pricing,” says Karthika. “Parents expect children’s books to be cheap. That is changing, but very slowly.”  “Indian publishers still cannot afford good quality paper, good illustrators and cohesive marketing campaigns, but without these basics, books do not sell. It’s a chicken-and-egg scenario,” says Bhattacharjee. 

Meanwhile, Indian bookstores are still dominated by J.K Rowling, Enid Blyton and Judy Blume. “Perhaps there’s an unconscious desire to read the literature of the world’s current dominant culture, and the belief that nothing we do can be as good or as cool,” says Singh. “Whatever the reason, I think if we have enough indigenous works that are of quality there is no reason why the situation cannot be changed to one where children read everything voraciously, including Indian authors.” 

Publishing work by Indian authors remains a gamble for publishers. Some are willing to take a risk in the hope that children’s writing may become the next big thing. “As a business, it is very important to look at areas of growth. With the middle class increasing, and English becoming more popular across India, children’s writing has huge potential. It’s definitely a gamble in the short term, but we believe it will pay off in the long term,” says Karthika. “If one of the race-horses romps home to a victory, with a potentially gigantic market in India, the rewards could be outstanding. But that giant audience is largely illiterate, speaks many different languages, and is unsophisticated, rural and poor,” cautions Padmanabhan.

Can Indian children’s writing travel overseas? Singh’s first book, “Younguncle Comes to Town” was released in the US in April, to much praise. It was selected by the Junior Library Guild, and is now in U.S libraries.  “I have met with a few prejudices, but I think the rest of the world is ready for good Indian writing, whether it has to do with myths or not,” she says. Bhattacharjee is less certain. “I think many foreign publishers still have a mental picture of an India stuck in the sixties, and only want exotica.” 

Besides, Indian authors have a long way to go, as many still believe imitation is the best form of flattery. The market is awash with Blyton-esque adventure stories and fantasy novels, some good, some one writer described disparagingly as “Potter with samosas.”   “Children’s writing in India will need time to develop, as did writing for adults,” points out Karthika. “All we need is one great book, the children’s equivalent of Vikram Seth’s ‘A Suitable Boy,’ to make that leap to the West.” “Most Indian authors have not found their own voice,” says Bhattacharjee. “You can say what you like about J.K Rowling, but she tells a damn good story. Indian authors need to tell a good story.”

