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CREATIVITY

THEY HAVE NO IDEA     
THAT THIS MAN CREATED 

COMIC CON INDIA

BY MRIDU KHULLAR RELPH | PHOTOS BY MICHAEL BERMAN

THESE PEOPLE ARE    IN LINE FOR THE THESE PEOPLE ARE   
           NEW YORK    COMIC CON           NEW YORK    
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The 28-year-old believes that comics are a lifelong investment, recognizes how 
large events help pump dollars into the studios of small artists and appreciates 
February in Delhi. Delhi is so lovely, in fact, that he surmised there could be no 
better place to host the irst-ever Indian comic convention.
 “We didn’t really have any event experience,” Varma says, “but we thought, 
‘Why not experiment? Let’s try and put this together.’”
 Comic Con India arrived in February 2011 with great fanfare and under the 
banner of Varma’s Twenty Onwards Media. The inaugural event saw 50 exhibi-
tors, 15,000 fans and almost US$50,000 in sales in just two days. Since then, the 
event has exploded with annual events now planned in four cities across this 
emerging market. 
 Batman and Superman have long been beloved in India, but Super Kudi 
(Super Girl) and Pavitr Prabhakar (Spider-Man’s alter ego in India) are claiming 
their space in the market, too. In a country already crowded with a multilingual 
fantasyland of themes ranging from mythology to humor to horror, Varma’s 
genius has been in appealing to the Westernized Big Bang Theory fan base as 
well as keeping true to local Indian artists.

A COMIC CON IS BORN
“I had not been to a comic con before we started [one],” Varma admits. “But when 
we started it, it was an impulse. We thought about it for a long time, but in the 
end, it was a gut feeling and we created our own version. I’ve since been to comic 
cons in San Diego, Dubai and New York. All of them are different.”
 For years, Varma and his colleagues at Twenty Onwards Media published 
Random, inspired by the infamous U.S. Mad magazine. Through that, they often 
came into contact with writers and artists who complained of having no space to 
sell or showcase their work.
 Being a huge comic book fan helped guide the decision to put on a comic con-
vention, regardless of the lack of event organizing experience. Varma reckoned 
that if nothing else, the event could be a way to get cheap comics.
 “It wasn’t meant to be a business,” he says. “Even until last year, we didn’t see 
it as a business. But now at the scale we’re on, we have to take it very seriously.”
 Comic Con India is a strange breed of part exhibition, part entertainment and 
part costume party. In the last few years, Varma and his team have ramped up the 
effort and started bringing in international publishers and increased the focus on 
merchandise. But convincing exhibitors to join in continues to be Varma’s great-
est challenge.

JATIN VARMA IS A GEEK.

THESE PEOPLE ARE    IN LINE FOR THE   IN LINE FOR THE 
           NEW YORK    COMIC CON COMIC CON
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 “We have to irst explain to people what a 
comic con is,” Varma says. “Everyone comes in 
with their own meaning. Some think it will be a 
very artistic event, others think it’s more about 
entertainment. Considering that none of them 
have actually ever been to a comic con, most 
just relate to what they’ve seen on television.”
 Initially, Comic Con India was a free event, 
but starting this year, it was ticketed.
 “Now we’ve reached a sustainability level 
where we’re no longer worried about [traf ic],” 
Varma says. “Now we’re worried about in-
creasing the value of it so that if you’re coming 
on the irst day, you should want to come on the 
second day and the third day.  
 He says revenue from ticket sales is essen-
tial in order to fund a bigger and better event 
that will induce people to attend the entire 
convention. The exhibitor fees can only 
fund so much.
 In a country such as India where itting in is 
fashionable and outlandish costumes can make 
their wearers pariahs, this comic con has given 
people a safe place to experiment and have fun.
 “At the convention in Bangalore this year, 
there was a guy who spent four months creating his Iron Man suit,” Varma 
says. “In Delhi, we saw a kid who came as Optimus Prime. He was a Trans-
former, and he made his costume so detailed that when he lay down, it 
actually became a truck. It was insane.”

PLANTING THE SEEDS
Varma grew up in a middle-class neighbor-
hood in South Delhi, where he now lives in a 
joint household with his parents and wife. 
 After inishing high school, Varma arrived 
in the U.S. to study economics with a minor in 
English.
 “While I was in college, I discovered that 
even though I was really into Batman, Super-
man and all of that, I had been missing out on 
a huge genre of comic books and graphic nov-
els,” he says. “As part of my English class, I had 
to read Maus—the irst-ever graphic novel to 
win a Pulitzer Prize. That changed my entire 
perspective, and I was completely hooked.”
 The economics degree didn’t help as 
much.
 “What helped was just going to the U.S. 
and living there for four years,” he says. “I 
wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing if I hadn’t 
gone there.” 
 After he returned from India, he worked 
for six months in various of ices and quick-
ly realized that it wasn’t something he could 
do on a long-term basis. So he convinced his 

father to fund Twenty Onwards Media, which in its early years made 
television shows and currently handles back-end production for various 
channels.
 Varma has always identi ied as a geek. He admits sheepishly that he’s 

NOW, IT’S COOL 
TO BE A GEEK.
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been—“much to the chagrin of my family”—collecting toys since before 
he was even aware of comic conventions and other pop culture gather-
ings. Back then there was no one who understood his passion. There was 
no one he could talk to. Now he’s surrounded by people who can talk for 
hours about characters and costumes and storylines. 
 Now, it’s cool to be a geek.

SUCCEEDING IN A NICHE MARKET
Varma’s strategy for reaching the urban youth has concentrated mostly 
on social media. Judging by their Facebook “likes”—497,000 fans at last 
count—it seems to be working.
 Before the irst event, Varma and his team had no idea whether the 
concept was even viable.
 “There was a lot of compromise, a lot of begging,” he says.
 Eventually, publishers signed up. And in shocking numbers, people 
came. 
 While the market for comic books and graphic novels in India is quite 
large, Varma says access to this market is still very restricted. Distribution 
is patchy at best, and there simply aren’t enough bookstores.
 “When you go to a large bookstore [in India], they don’t understand 
the product well enough to sell it in the right way,” he says.
 The online store Flipkart helps some but even then, Varma says, you 
need someone who’s familiar with the genre to curate and showcase the 
products. 
 Comic Con India, for this reason, becomes an artist’s haven.
 “If you’re trying to put out something creative, then you should come 
to Comic Con India and showcase it,” he says.
 In the end, Comic Con India, says its founder, is whatever you want it 
to be.

Jatin Varma’s Tips for Launching 
a Successful Event in India
THINK LONG-TERM  If you’re looking for a short-term return, India 
is not the story for you. But if you’re investing with a fi ve-year 
plan and thinking India could be the right fi t, it is. 

UP-TO-DATE PRODUCTS  Middle-class Indians have a lot of money 
to spend, but they’re no longer satisfi ed with old products. 
Don’t come to India bringing products that are years old. 
They won’t sell. 

MAKE PLANS  Plan. And then plan some more. If you need 10 
people for security, add fi ve extra just in case. You’ll need 
them. 

STUDY YOUR VENUE  Be careful in venue selection. Go in only for 
those venues that personally meet your standards. Trying 
to get a mediocre venue nearer to the city might help in 
the short run but eventually you’ll need to move to the best 
venue possible. 

LOCAL LIAISON  Navigating through permissions and taxes is 
very tricky, so have a local liaison with you. 

UNDERSTAND THE MARKET  There’s huge untapped demand in 
India. But don’t think of India as a mass-scale market. The 
penetration is only just beginning. 

PAY FOR QUALITY  India is not cheap. If you want quality, you 
have to pay for it, from the quality of the people you employ 
to the quality of the venues in which you host your event. 
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