
Q&A: THE TALE OF THE TIGER SLIPPERS 

Jan Brett is a New York Times #1 bestselling children’s book author/illustrator with over 42 million 
books in print. She’s a master of bringing the wonders of nature to generations of children and their 
parents, thanks to her travel and research. She has studied flora, fauna, and local cultures  
throughout the Americas, the Arctic, Asia, Europe, and across Africa and has a history of setting lush 
retellings of fairy tales on almost every continent. 

She traveled India to research her next book Tale of the Tiger Slippers (Putnam) and had amazing 
experiences with the tigers. 

Q: Tell us about your amazing research trip to India. 

JAN BRETT: The mystique and beauty of the tiger are legendary. When I saw the opportunity to 
spend a year painting them in a children’s book, I started thinking about a trip to India. India’s 
national parks hold diverse mammals and birds.  It made the perfect backdrop to my story. I couldn’t 
refuse the opportunity of meeting tigers in their natural habitat. 

Q: Have you always wanted to go? 

JB: I loved reading stories about India as a child.  Several years ago I came across a book of 
Edward Lear’s sketches and paintings he created in India from 1873-1875. From the sketches, India 
looked like another world. I remember thinking “I should go there.” The ancientness and complexity 
of the cultures seemed to beg for storytelling. 

Q: What were your favorite tiger sightings?  And what about other animals and landscape? 

JB: We spent three days at our first camp, attached to Bandhavgarh National Park. The first two 
days we watched birds and mammals. No one can promise you will see a tiger! On the third day, 
while out on a game drive, the langurs (monkeys) and chitals (spotted deer) filled the forest with 
warning calls. The next sound was a hair-raising, very close, roar. The tiger sauntered out of the 
reedy forest margin, not even acknowledging us in the jeep. The experience got more fantastic when 
he sharpened his claws on a sal tree. These are large animals, his big paws must have reached 
eight feet from the ground. All I could think of was Williams Blake’s poem, The Tyger… and then I 
thought, am I being overly ambitious about making him a character in a children’s book? 

Q: You based this on a classic Persian folktale (Abu Kassem’s Slippers). What gave you this 
mash-up idea? 

JB: The miserly Abu Kassem and his disreputable slippers, and their plight, seemed out of range for 
children, but I liked the underlying idea that experiences whether positive or negative, can’t be buried 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— their impact looms up somewhere else. A way to cope is to give the memories a place apart from 
one’s daily life, acknowledged but set apart. I hoped the tiger’s character would have as much 
appeal to children as it did to me. Especially when tempered with the introduction of his innocent 
curious cub. My tale can be read on two levels, the slippers that keep coming back, helped along 
with the fun of India’s amazing elephants, crocodiles, and adjutant storks. And in thoughtful moments 
there is the idea of how experiences impact our lives by how we perceive them. 

Q: Did a particular time period/ art style influence your work? 

JB: Mughal painting of the 16th to 18th centuries encompassed South Asia. There were tigers as 
well as lions, cheetahs, antelopes, and elephants exquisitely rendered in miniature, either in albums 
or illustrations. As a student at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, I loved the style of painting, the 
attention to detail and the accurate but somewhat stylized technique. The jewel-like color palette 
seemed from another world and to see the beauty of the gauche paintings often decorated with gold 
inspired my concept of making my picture book look like a treasure found in an ancient library. 
Although I did not copy the style of Mughal art, I did repeat a charming affect in the Mughal 
illustrations. I saw that if a person was portrayed as being astonished, or in a state of wonder, they 
would be pictured biting a finger, as if to say, “I’m not dreaming, I can feel my finger!” It was such a 
good idea, my tigers do the same (with their paws). 

Q: What other encounters did you capture in your story? 

JB: The road from our camps to the parks were windows into rural life in India and worth the trip by 
themselves. Farms dotted the countryside with cows, dogs, and water buffalo freely roaming as if 
tigers didn’t live a few miles away. The women’s saris provided endless color combinations. 

I was captivated by the mahouts riding their patrol elephants in the vast park. They were friendly and 
would advise our guide about individual tigers seen in their sector, despite the dangerous job of 
protecting the tiger population from poachers. Each tiger can be recognized by their facial markings. 
The mahouts spend their lives with one elephant and form a team. I was sure to add an elephant to 
my story and will value the experience of traveling to the elephant’s quarters to meet a ten-year-old 
female, said to be one of the oldest in the world. 

We saw many animals and birds for the first time and flocks of peafowl, the red jungle fowl and 
beautifully colored birds that defy all description. I brought this into the borders of my book. The 
countryside was beautiful, often revealing an ancient shrine or crumbling fort, resembling a primal 
forest rather than a jungle. 

At one camp, I went for a run and stopped to see the biggest, fluffiest, tassel eared house cat ever 
sunning itself (it wasn’t a house cat!). When I got back, I learned I had seen a wildcat and there had 
also been a leopard in the camp! 

Q: Did you come away with ideas for another book? 

JB: The countless books of Mughal art that I collected introduced me to the “Wag-wag tree” also 
known as waq-waq tree. It lives on a mythical island and is depicted in the art, as a plant that grows 
the blossoms that transform into bird and animal heads. 
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