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Thank you Raja.  Now what I’m going to show you is my work and my principle idea 

is to show you that I don’t work; I’m sure this is going to hurt a lot of people here but 

I don’t with any particular style in mind.  For me the style is the particular work I am 

doing at that point.  So this is my latest work, latest book that I have come out with, just 

released by Katha.  This is basically fountain pen ink and water color.  What I want to 

tell you is that, when I do book illustration for children, it’s quite different than what I 

do for editorial illustration.  So I have got a mix here of editorial illustration as well as 

children’s book illustrations.  This is editorial illustration, which will be very abstract.  

This is all water color.  This is from a book of mythology, “Puffin: Book of Magical Indian 

Myths”.  Now this book is a collection of 50 stories from the mythologies.  It was for me 

like showing a full portfolio of my work.  And this is the work which I have done over 

the years; there is no age group per say in this, it’s a children’s book as well as an adult 

book and it’s multi layered.  All from the same book.  You will see the various styles but 

over all there is cohesiveness there but overall I have changed a few styles here and 

there keeping the Indian palate in mind.  Now here if you can see the animal, the story 

is about a donkey, but I have not made a donkey, I have made the wild Indian ass.  This 

is the layering I have done here.  Now this actual illustration is one inch by one inch, 



it’s blown up.  This is “Vamana and the Vindhyas”.  “Two Monster Brothers” scheming.  

Now Puffin asked me to do this book in about three months’ time, they just gave me the 

manuscript and said we have already booked our place in Frankfurt Book Fair, Bologna 

Book Fair so you’ve got to finish it in three months’ time.  I finally managed to finish the 

book in five years’ time, and it is doing pretty well now.  So it’s a very sad commentary 

because for us people to work as illustrators in India is tough.  You cannot make a liveli-

hood out of it, if you think it’s easy, it’s not.  Because I have to do; I do multi-tasking.  I 

do about five books together plus other books to keep my “ghar ka kharcha” going and 

everything happening.  And we don’t get any advances or anything and royalties are 

very dicey also.  Only when you finish the book, it’s sold and everything.  So it’s very 

tough here.  So that’s why I really envy people like Madhvi here and other people who 

have good jobs and things and they can work only in one place, one job at time.  I can’t 

afford to do that.  I would like to do “hazar” other things in life, but I can’t afford to 

because I’ve to do so many other things to keep my house spending as well, my install-

ments to pay and things like that, revised pay and other things, you know.  

The challenge here was to go away from stereotype, but I can’t go that much so it’s 

not agreeable.  This is a book cover I did for Scholastic, “Edgar Allan Poe’s Story”, and 

they got pretty scared about it.  They said, “No this is too much”.  So I tone it down and 

printed it.  This is a new book I’m doing for NBT, a story about greeting; how people 

greet each other.  This is done totally in acrylic.  This is the end page of a book I’ve 

done for Brahma Kumaris, showing the evil and the good, meditation and the evil 

in the world.  Some of my cartoons.  The guy is lost.  This is for Chakmak.  Again for 

Chakmak, this is my version of Ravan, today’s Ravan, pretty hep.  This is a book I did 

for NBT called “Tails”. These are a series of illustrations I had done for Samsung and I 

got awards for this in the Cannes Festival.  I did five arts and I got awards for all five.  

This is about a tracker phone; if your phone is lost you can find it.  The text says, “Your 

phone is here”.  So this is Calcutta.  This is another award winning cartoon of mine.  

This is again an illustration on the population explosion happening.  This I had done 

for Katha.  Kid’s loved it because I’ve shown every sort of character you can imagine, 

goondas, “yeh, woh, subkuch hai isme”, everything.  This is again a cartoon of mine, I 

did this for Sir Bob Geldof and this is published in the Seoul Olympics Book.  Now this is 

another campaign I have done for Samsung for the music phone.  The idea was that if 

you had music in your head, all the evil will fall out.  So there are four people in it, Bush.  

This is an editorial illustration for Namaste magazine.  Tamasha.  This is in chalk, oil 



pastel.  This is Chakmak cover.  This is again in oil pastel and pencil; it is a cover story 

on luxury for Namaste magazine. editorial illustration.  This is a small illustration on 

Daksh, the defeated king.  This again is am editorial illustration for Namaste.  Namaste 

story.  Same book continuing, elephants greet each other by touching their trunks to-

gether.  This is a story of; you will see me there, that’s me with my old car.  It’s a story 

about how we get attached to inanimate objects and how they respond to us in times of 

crisis.  This car really helped me a lot of times.  I’ve done it with a very hard pencil.  This 

is again in ink and pencil, ink drawing on the Bengali diaspora, how they still cling on 

to their “ilish maach” and “adda” in the canteens and Durga puja.  This is a jigsaw for 

preschool kids.  This is a cover for a book on storytelling.  This is a travel magazine cover 

I have done, right from the logo, everything I do. This is again Idi Amin, same series, 

African music on the head.  Shravanabelagola, ink.  This is all political cartoonry; this 

is a cartoon of an ugly politician during the Janata party days.  So, I took the head from 

Raj Narayan, eyes are of Charan Singh, nose is of Indira Gandhi, lips are of Jagjivan 

Ram, the ears are of Morarji Desai, combination turned out to be a very ugly politician.  

That’s the general idea.  This again is the same book.  This I think is Mumbai.  This is the 

mural I have done for the Russian Airlines.  This is Osama.  Now the Norwegian people 

got very scared when I released his campaign, they said no he is still alive, so they had 

stopped it for a while.  I had all these dancing girls, cabaret dancers coming through 

his head, which is anathema for them.  I had Mohammad Rafi and Baba Saigal and 

everybody Kishore Kumar and everybody.  You can see the whole lot there if you enlarge 

it you can see.  These are books I am doing for Chakmak, Book of Poems.  Again Book 

of Poems, black and white.  This is a cover for Penguin, Puffin Books of short stories, it’s 

a collage.  This is my illustration for Namaste magazine, illustration of poems.  Again 

rahu and ketu.  Magazine illustration for Chakmak.  This is poems for Namaste.  Il-

lustration for Namaste on the “bindu”. This is a book I have done in pencil for Ruskin 

Bond; it’s just come out from RatnaSagar, sheet illustrations.  The famous story of the 

crocodile and the cricket.  For Scholastic.  Ruskin Bond story.  This is a story on space, 

how we can create our own space, finding our own space, this is an illustration I had 

done for Namaste.  I have used computer graphics in this, the basic sketch is done by 

me and then the “uparwallah” portion I have done in Photoshop.  This the same book, 

mythology book.  Okay, that is it.

It is very tough for us to work in the sense that there is no coordinated effort by the 

publishers here for children’s books.  It’s a very loosely made stuff here.  In the sense 



that there is no strong program, people will do it in bits and pieces you know.  And the 

toughest portion for us is that the visual literacy levels of the publishers are very low.  

Recently a publisher came to me and I had suggested a landscape area for a certain 

spread.  I said, “yahan pe aap landscape banayengey”, it will look nice.  He said ok, 

ok, ok.  Then the next day he calls me up and says actually the landscape idea is not 

working out, “aap udhar scenery banaado to chalega!” He said make scenery instead 

it will look very good.  That’s a level we have to work with.  And unfortunately what 

happens is the text is a text preferred area, you know the author writes a text, it goes 

for ten times for proof reading and re editing and re writing and when the text is totally 

finalized will the illustrator step in.  The illustrator steps in that time and whatever is 

left for him, whatever space is left he is doing.  It’s not a combined effort; it’s not a joint 

effort.  Whereas I take books as a total product.  I will balance the text; sometimes where 

the text is important, I will give it more importance.  And very few publishers will en-

courage the sub texting of it.  I put a lot of detail for the subtext you know.  Publishers 

must also understand that 95% of the money they are spending is on the illustration, 

printing the illustration, not the text.  Black and white text “chaapna kitna paisa lagta 

hai?”, not much.  So they should be more interested in that portion also.  We have a 

problem with royalties, of course that is another story, but I feel that if we start looking 

at children’s books in India as a total product, rather than doing author centric, text 

centric that will help a lot of things. 

And now take the book, the mythology book, I will tell you a sad story.  The book was 

to be done, the manuscript was accepted as a regular book, as a novel.  Somebody came 

out with the idea, picture book banayenge, it will be very good.  So what happened was, 

once the contract for the novel was signed all the copyright and royalty payments were 

given to the author, and she is a well-known author, she is Anita Nair.  So when it came 

to me finally after lot of trial and error, I said I work on royalty.  They said we can’t give 

you royalty because we’ve already given royalty.  Now there is a technical problem here.  

I said this is a common domain story, number one.  They come under common stories at 

least listen to me.  No she is a very big name.  I’m also a big name yaar.  And what hap-

pened, I’m talking about a big international publishing group called Penguin, Puffin.  

they should have known all these things.  With great difficulty they offered me royalty 

of 1% after I showed them one illustration, they made it 1.5%.  Now it’s come to 3%, 

can you imagine it?  And they gave me the book in such a way, this is the manuscript, 

we want this in 3 months, and we want 200 pages of book.  I said fine, I took it home.  



Tried doing the layout, one side of the layout I found the text is not even covering 45 

pages.  Maximum 60 pages, now 140 pages of illustration I had to pack to it.  This is 

what I did.  So now the book is very heavy as far as illustration goes.  It’s not a balanced 

book.  I’m not very thrilled about it.  It’s not a balanced book at all, and illustration has 

been forced into it.  Another problem I faced was the; I feel that when you’re working for 

kids, especially for kids, we should all leave our egos safely, multilocked at home.  The 

child does not know me, who is Atanu Roy or who is Anita Nair?  They only understand 

the work.  But here we have a lot of ego clashes, very fragile egos, very big clash.  Which 

is again a very big thing for the industry. This is the story of Raja Daksh, he is a very 

proud king, he finds this old fakir who is meditating there and takes a dead snake and 

puts it on his neck just to scare him, just for fun.  And that fakir curses him that one day 

you will die, because of a snake bite.  Now this is the first part of the text which she has 

written.  But finally when the kings waits and last he says you will die on a particular 

at this time, by midnight you have to wait.  By the time midnight comes, he feels very 

hungry, he cuts a fruit and is about to eat it, as small snake comes and bites him on the 

nose and he dies.  But in the text what she has written is a worn comes out and dies.  I 

told her that listen this first potion of the text you have written snake, and the second 

portion you have written worm. Because actually that is the story, it is a small sort of 

asp that comes out.  She said no, i have written a worm it will go as worm only, you do 

what you like.  So that is a technical thing which is a very sad thing and it’s published 

in the book as worm only.  It is a minor thing.  So I feel it is very important for us to 

collaborate.  It is very important for the publisher to make the two of the people mostly 

involved in the book.  It’s not a one man show.  A book has lot of people; like it is a col-

laborative effort, right from the printer to the binder to the paperwallah, everybody is 

part of it.  And eventually it is a product.  So I feel it is very important in this country 

to make sure that the author and I consider myself as the co-author, visual author, we 

should also meet together and interact properly.  If you go to the movie industry, the 

songs we make, the guy used to write the lyrics, music guy used to sit with him and 

they used to say ok this thing doesn’t gel, so change it accordingly and finally make the 

product.  Same thing in the book industry it should happen.  We should sit together and 

give and take.  You find that this can be illustrated well, you illustrate that.  Another 

problem is that we accept stories but the author must learn to have to think visually 

when he is creating a story.  You will find a lot of stories which are repetitive.  And there 

is only one scene in the book.  It’s a children’s book, you can’t do illustration for it.  You 

have to have multiple scenes.  That is a very big problem area.  So the author has to 



think very visually.  He should think visually, ok this is how it is going to come.  If he is 

doing a picture book, especially a picture book.  Anybody has any questions?

I use a lot of humor in my work.  And now finally I am trying to get hold of a job some-

where so I can get to do work which I really love to do on the side.  I can’t do five books 

at a time.  I want to do a lot of things myself also.  I have got ideas in my mind, but I 

can’t do it if i don’t have money to run my house first.  Any questions anybody?

Q. Are you always on commission or do you do any of your own work?

AR:  No, no these are all works on commission.  All on commission.  And the problem 

is that none of my work you will find as accidental.  I don’t do any accidental, I don’t 

throw water color around and wait for its effects.  I don’t do any effects.  I’m very sure 

of my work.  It’s absolutely decided before, because I don’t want any rejections.  I don’t 

want to do the same work again.  I don’t want to get my work rejected at all, so I’m very 

precise about my work.  I’ll do a lot of research in it, I’ll do a market survey in it, I’ll do 

exactly as the work requires.  

Q. You have your own ideas for books which you take forward?

AR:  Yeah, I have ideas but I have not taken them forward as yet.  It’s still idling in 

neutral right now.  You know the idea is to find a good publisher, whether he will take 

you for a ride or not, you have to think of that.  Royalties, other things, lot of problems 

are there.  And the worst thing is that you have to find the clear amount of time frame 

to give that book.  I don’t have that time.  Every day there is a new assignment I have 

to do.  Now I have been doing nonstop work for the last 40 years.  I have done about a 

170 books already, I’ve got about 12 of them lying in the pipeline.  It’s not a good thing 

that I’m talking about, but I have to do it.  

Q.  As an illustrator, how and what do you do to get the response from children through 

the work that you have done?

AR:  I think this is a classic advantage I have got.  I don’t know, I get along with kids 

very easily.  I am a growing child myself anyway.  So I get along with kids very easily.  

And I’m perpetually updating myself because of that.  What the latest trends are, what 

is the latest lingo, jargon.  I get along very easily with them.  And I always go to the kids 

for the feedback, I don’t go for adults for feedback.  Always go to the kids for feedback.  

And I don’t go to kids I know, I go to absolutely strange kids and show them the work, 

that’s what.  lot of them have pointed out mistakes also and I have corrected them.  



There is a book I was doing for National Book Trust where I had; there was a priest and 

a young lion and I had the sacred thread he wears the wrong way, and some kid saw 

it and said, “Atanu Chacha yeh to galat ho gaya, ulta pahante hai”, this means his 

father has died or somebody has died in the house.  So I rushed off to Thompson press, 

stopped the thing, I took my colors with me, did the touching up and changed it there.  

So it’s a big thing for me.  

Q. Are these children mostly rural, small town, big town, which state, does that at all 

cross your mind?

AR:  I put them at one level only.  I think when children are given the space to read 

a book, or see a book, I don’t think anything matters to them.  What class they come 

from, they are at par at that point.  i think they are all at par at that point.  Because a 

lot of NGO type of people have come to me and asked me to make books specifically, 

“yeh ladka hai, yeh ladki hai”.  I said no.  I never underestimate the children, never am 

I condescending towards the children, never.  I always try to bring myself to their level 

and start working, rather than look from top and look down and wok, I never do that.  

And I always keep my childhood in mind.  I was absolutely lunatic, I was absolutely 

crazy, I used to do all sort of crazy things, I got thrashed in school every day.  I made a 

lot of mistakes, I goof up every morning and I laugh at it.  There was a time, I did, and 

you will not believe it.  I was ironing my clothes, the phone rang. My wife told me to 

pick up the phone, I held the iron to my face and burnt my face.  I was laughing, my 

wife was crying.  So very normal things, every day I do something, I look forward to do 

a goof up.  Morning my carwallah came, he said where is your car?, I want to clean the 

car.  I said what do you mean where is my car?  The car was not there.  Then I started 

thinking backwards, I had gone shopping I had left the car and I came back home 

walking.  And if I don’t laugh at myself there is no point.

Thank you…


