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Abstract

Though a book is not supposed to be judged by it cover, the truth is publishers do their best
to make us do so. This paper looks at different strategies deployed by leading publishers to
market books and their authors through carefully thought out covers and blurbs. It follows
the history of the publication of some key novels by South Asian writers, namely Arundhoti
Roy, Salman Rushdie and Jhumpa Lahiri, to show how their works have been designed for
niche markets. In fact, it demonstrates how the same book is provided with different covers
for different markets and different historical moments to capture particular groups of the
reading public. This paper concludes that publishers pursue a policy of blending the global
and the local too since their priority is the selling of the books and not merely intellectual
stimulation.

For every aspiring writer at the "periphery,” there is a publisher at the
"center," eager to seize upon their work as a source of marketable

"otherness." - Graham Huggan (1994)

In this age of globalization, it seems that the age-old saying "Don't judge a book
by its cover" is passe. Once a book's manuscript leaves the author's desk, it
becomes a marketable product, similar to many other multinational consumer
products. The publisher then works out different strategies to aggressively market
the product with special book launch programmes, publicity stunts and reading
sessions by the author at different locales where he/she also becomes a performer
and salesperson signing out copies for dedicated readers. As several Culture
Studies critics point out', in postcolonial literature in the global late-capitalism
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system, the book is also commodified as an object of consumption. Thus its
production, selection and consumption are regulated by the influence of
publishing houses and academic institutions. But how much the author himself
has to play in it remains a debatable point.

This article traces the history of the publication of some specific novels in
English written by Indian writers and writers of Indian descent that took the
global readership by storm. The writers discussed here, namely Arundhati Roy,
Salman Rushdie, Jhumpa Lahiri and Manil Suri, have all been recipients of
different literary awards.” Going through the various avatars of some of their
texts, with different kinds of covers specifically manufactured for a niche
market, I will try to show how all this talk about uniformity, transnationality,
and multinational publishing policies has embedded in it deeper meaning
through which we now have to judge a book not only by its cover but also of
covers.

In Hindi there is a saying 'peble darshandhari peeche goon bichari”
meaning, "you first judge something by its appearance and later by its merit".
For the contemporary writer then, the 'book' or the 'product’ that he/she is
promoting also becomes unique. Good publishing is ultimately a matter of detail
— the choice of titles, the editing, design, quality of production, and finally,
marketing and sales. Each of these functions involves a whole lot of sub-functions
that have to be finalized before the package is finally put into the market. My
concern here is with only two aspects of this entire process, namely the pictures
on the cover of the book and the dust-jacket synopsis that it offers. So, though a
book is now launched worldwide on the same day, it comes in different custom-
made forms according to the sensibilities and interest of regional readers.

In his essay, "Rhetoric of the Image," Roland Barthes attempts to "submit
the image to a spectral analysis of the messages it may contain." He turns to the
advertising image, an image which, he argues, draws from "signs that are full,
formed with a view to the optimum reading" and which therefore is more "frank"
and explicit in the information it conveys. Barthes wishes to use this clarity to
move towards a clearer conception of how the image and its linguistic attendants
produces signification. He proceeds by breaking this system of signification into
three parts, that of the linguistic message, the coded iconic message, and the non-
coded iconic message. He also argues that attention must be paid to the
composition of an image as a signifying complex and to the naturalizing role
played in photography, where the exact replication of reality "naturalizes the
symbolic message ...innocent[ing] the semantic artifice of connotation"(45). The
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politics behind different covers produced for the same book involve all the three
different types of signification that Barthes talks of.

In other words, the language, the coded and the non-coded signifiers all
add up to the understanding of the visual impact disseminated through the cover

of the book.

As mentioned earlier, I judge a book by its cover. I also judge a book by its
covers. Apart from the image that lies right on top of the book that decides
whether I pick it up or read it, I also find pleasure in possessing good multiple
book covers of the same book — which, of course, means picking up the same
book many times. The first time I noticed this entire well-thought-out strategy to
attract the regional reader was in 1997 when Arundhati Roy created history by
winning the Booker Prize for her debut novel 7he God of Small Thing which was
promoted as a 'unique product’ and therefore a 'commercial proposition' for the
publishers. We have read a lot about how Arundhati Roy was very particular
about the entire production of her book, including the type-set and the cover
design.” Padmini Mongia delves deep into this phenomenon thus:

Let me begin with a consideration of the novel's cover. Most
readers of this article are probably familiar with the cover, with its
image of blurred lotus leaves within which one can find a single,
surprising, small pink bougainvillea flower. Placed almost at the
dead centre of the front cover, the small pink flower draws the
viewer's eyes both for its placement and for its colour. The flower
is the more striking for being a small drop of colour amid the
greenish gloom of the leaves and stems of the lotus plants. On the
left of the front cover, though, another concentration of the same
colour — partly a dead leaf and partly the bud of a lotus flower —
draws the gaze. As the reader's eye follows the pink lotus on the
side of the spine, an even fuller lotus appears on the back.
Although not in full bloom and photographed from the side, the
lotus on the back cover is the deepest concentration of colour on
the book jacket. Following the path suggested by the colour red
leads the reader to the inside jacket, where a winsome author
photo greets the reader. Photographed against foliage, she too
glows and is luminous. Just as the green lushness allows the flower
on the front cover to be more striking, the blurred green
background highlights the picture of the author with dreamy eyes.
The circularity of Roy's narrative is mirrored in the images which

3



JOURNAL

adorn the cover of her book, where hints of red tinge all its sides,
including the author photograph where the red band in her hair
rounds out the use of red on the rest of the book jacket. Further,
the entire book jacket glows and is iridescent.

The most interesting fact to be noted now is that the cover picture of the pink
lotus blooming amid dark green leaves remained the same in all editions but the
author's picture and the gist of the story on the dust-jacket differed from country
to country, region to region. So we got a happy and smiling face of the author
with her bright eyes full of self-confidence on the cover of the Indian edition
published by India Ink in New Delhi and a much more dreamy and vague-
looking photograph on the Random House edition published in the United
States, as if lending an enchantment to this novelist from far off India. In the
Flamingo version published in the United Kingdom, the photograph, done in
black and white is "more contemplative” and tending "towards sepiatone.”
Mongia further informs us that here, "the dreamy appeal of the author photo
relies on nostalgic softness unlike the beckoning sensuality of the Random House
edition."* In all these cases, of course, the photographer was none other than her

husband Pradip Krishen.

Though seeming apparently trivial, the marketing strategy was clearly
exposed when we went through the absolutely different story outlines presented
in the two editions under discussion. The Indian edition read thus:

In a purely practical sense it would probably be correct to say that
it all began when Sophie Mol came to Ayemenem. Perhaps it's
true that things can change in a day....

Little events, ordinary things, smashed and reconstituted. Imbued
with new meaning. Suddenly they become the bleached bones of
a story ...Still, to say that it all began when Sophie Mol came to
Ayemenem is only one way of looking at it...

It could be argued that it actually began thousands of years ago.
Long before the Marxists came... Before Christianity arrived in a
boat and seeped into Kerala like tea from a teabag.

By June 1997 the readers of 7he New Yorker were introduced to a full page picture
of Arundhati Roy with the following caption: "A novelist who works as hard to
avoid as to reach her destination of forbidden sex and atrocious violence" and so
the dust jacket story outline for the Random House edition published from New
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York was totally different from its Indian counterpart. Beginning with a
quotation in italics it went thus:

They all crossed into forbidden territory. They all tampered with the
laws that lay down who should be loved and how. And how much.
The year is 1969.

In the state of Kerala, on the southernmost tip of India, a skyblue
Plymouth with chrome tailfins is stranded on the highway amid a
Marxist workers' demonstration. Inside the car sit two-egg twins
Rahel and Esthappen, and so begins their tale....

The God of Small Things takes on Big Themes — Love, Madness,
Hope, Infinite Joy. Here is a writer who dares to break the rules.
To dislocate received rhythms and create the language she
requires, a language that is at once classical and unprecedented.
Arundhati Roy has given us a book that is anchored to anguish,
but fueled by wit and magic.

According to Padmini Mongia, "the tropes used in the aestheticization of the
book are worth remarking on, especially since the work is clearly very skillfully
put together and an enormous effort was expended for its construction and
marketing."” Incidentally, the totally different cover of the special limited copy
hardbound edition made of The God of Small Things as one of the shortlisted
books for the Booker since 1991 tells us another story. The profusion of the
colour pink both in the cover — with the embossed gold lettering of the title on
the spine as well as on the hardboard case covering it — seems to be preserving
something no longer exotic from India but a prize product that needs to be safely
preserved for posterity.

II

After Roy's book, the novel that probably underwent the maximum number of
avatars in its cover design is Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children. 1 could
locate at least twelve different covers since the time of its first publication in
1981 and probably there are many more. Over the span of all these years, and
especially after the book won the 'Booker of Bookers' award, the range and
experimentation with cover designs of the novel is amazing to note. While each
publisher attempts to provide an attractive design on the front cover, all related
to different significant aspects of the story, some shy away from even offering the
gist of the story at the back cover. They just fill it up with excerpts of critical
comments provided by journals and newspapers. Some randomly selected
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editions offer my case in point. For example, let us look at one of the earlier
editions published by Jonathan Cape in 1981. Done primarily in half blue and
half white, the front cover has several artistically done up clock-like faces — one
half displaying the hours of the clock face and the other half with an open eye of
a child. The artwork obviously represents imaginatively Saleem Sinai and the
thousand other children born on the stroke of midnight on the day of Indian
independence in 1947. The plain looking dark blue front cover of the Avon
Paperback 1982 edition (published by arrangement with Alfred A. Knopf) has

three entries apart from the title:

= "An Extraordinary Novel"— The New York Review of Books
= Winner of the Booker Prize

m Author of The Satanic Verses

Apart from the necessary information provided on the front cover, the publishers
explain the storyline on the back cover along with two more critical comments
focusing on the literary merits of the book:

BIRTH OF A CHILD...AND A NATION

Saleem Sinai was born at midnight on August 15, 1947 — the
very instant that India attained her independence. Together in
this brilliant phantasmagoric saga, nation and child go through
the pangs of birth, the tantrums of childhood, the traumas of
adolescence, and the anomie of adulthood. Author Salman
Rushdie has woven dreams into reality, mystery into magic, and
truth into fantasy.

The New Yorker has called Salman Rushdie "a glittering novelist
— one with startling imaginative and intellectual resources, a
master of perpetual storytelling. Like Garcia Marquez in One
Hundyed Years of Solitude, he weaves a whole people's capacity of
carrying its inherited myths — and new ones that it goes on
generating — into a kind of magic carpet...as a tour de force his
fantasy is irresistible."

And the Philadelphia Inquirer called Midnight's Children "a
dazzlingly written novel...a fascinating history lesson as well as an
engrossing story."

In 1991, a Penguin Paperback edition was released. The standard cover with a
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profusion of dark red on the top and along the borders has the partial image of an
oriental building along with a typical minaret in black. This design certainly
entices the viewer to pick up this 'exotic' novel from far-off India. The summary
on the back cover once again emphasizes the significant traits of the text:

Salman Rushdie won the Booker Prize for this novel, which
follows the lives of children born on August 15, 1947, the day
India became an independent nation. The book is simultaneously
the story of one boy's coming of age, a chronicle of the growing
pains of the new nation, and a family drama, all told in a magical-
realist style that manages to be humorous and hopeful despite the
gravity of the events depicted.

Interestingly enough, the very same year in 1991, Penguin released another
edition of the novel that had a totally different cover done in white and blue.
Artistically embedding the picture of a riot on the Indian subcontinent by the
famous photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson, it reminds us not so much of the
exotic east as the earlier edition had focused on but more on the issues that led
to the partition of India and its consequences, which of course shapes Saleem
Sinai's life as it is. Apart from mentioning that the novel is "WINNER OF
THE BOOKER PRIZE," it identifies Rushdie as the "author of the
bestselling The Ground Beneath Her Feetr' and also includes praises from 7he
Washington Post Book World that states — "Burgeons with life, with
exuberance and fantasy ...Rushdie is a writer of courage, impressive strength,
and sheer stylistic brilliance." Martin Ogolter, the cover designer, thus
manages to inculcate all the necessary requisites that are needed to make a
reader pick up the novel.

The back cover of this edition too adds two more critical comments along with
the story outline.

» 'In Salman Rushdie, India has produced a glittering novelist —
one with startling imaginative and intellectual resources, a master
of perpetual storytelling.'

—V.S. Pritchett, The New Yorker

» Born at the stroke of midnight on August 15, 1947, at the precise
moment of India's independence, the infant Saleem Sinai is
celebrated in the press and welcomed by the Prime Minister
himself. But the coincidence of birth has consequences Saleem is
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not prepared for: telepathic powers that connect him with 1,000
other "midnight's children" — all born in the initial hour of
India's independence — and an uncanny sense of smell that
allows him to sniff out dangers others can't perceive. Inextricably
linked to his nation, Saleem's biography is a whirlwind of
disasters and triumphs that mirror the course of modern India at
its most impossible and glorious.

Brilliant, operatic, comic, and serious, this novel is a wild,
astonishing evocation of the maturity of a vast and complicated
land and its people — a brilliant incarnation of the universal
human comedy, Indian style.

"An extraordinary novel...one of the most important to come out
of the English speaking world in this generation."

— Robert Towers, The New York Review of Books

In 1995, Everyman Library brought out a Hardcover edition with a bare brown

background but was the only one to include a photograph of the author on the

front cover. The same year, Vintage released a colourful edition with the front

cover done in dark blue background. Two significant images appear on it — on

the upper part we have the picture of Lord Krishna with his blue face, on the

lower panel the ubiquitous clock face. The third interesting feature of this cover is

the divisive line that gives the illusion that the actual cover is folded and divided

into two parts.

The back cover of this edition is interesting because it does not

give us any outline of the story but just relies on the critical comments of six

newspapers and journals to entice the reader:

'One of the most important books to come out of the English-
speaking world in this generation' —New York Review of Books

'Huge, vital, engrossing...in all senses a fantastic book' — Sunday
Times

"The literary map of India is about to be redrawn...Midnight's
Children sounds like a continent finding its voice. An author to
welcome to world company' —New York Times

'I haven't been so continuously surprised by a novel since I read
One Hundyred Years of Solitude' —The Times

‘A brilliant and enduring novel, the latest of India's many






