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An Interview with Pauline van Lynden,

whose book ‘Rajasthan’ is published this month

Pauline van Lynden was born in
Paris into a family of Dutch diplo-
mats and artists. She grew up in
Brussels and studied Political
Sciences at the Catholic University
of Louvain. Marriage took her to
the Netherlands, where she prac-
tised and taught art-bookbinding
for many years. Later she returned
to art school to train as a painter
and sculptor. ‘Rajasthan’, a 300-
page volume of photographs and
text, is her first book.

ROUNDABOUT: One could say that,

through your book, you have brought a part of

India to the West, showing it from an extraor-
dinary point of view.

PAULINE VAN LYNDEN: I hope it works in
two directions. I absolutely wanted this book
to be published in English, because I felt it
needed to go back to India. While I was work-
ing on the book, I noticed that it was some-
how important to Indians and Westerners
alike. I hope that, in a small way, this book
can give them an appreciation for that culture.
Almost all books on Rajasthan, by Indians or
outsiders, deal only with the gilded side of its
culture, and most guides don’t take you, for
example, to the small villages. Guides and
locals tend to think everything has to be mod-
ernised. And tourists often make this worse,
because they don’t stray outside the cities, for
fear of diseases, dust and poverty. And they
don’t see beyond that.
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So, in order for the book to go back to India,
[ initially looked for a publisher in America,
and then found Assouline in Paris, who are
publishing both English and French editions.
Their enthusiasm, and the fact that a Dutch
co-publisher then took it up almost on
impulse, came as a surprise to me, because it
turned out that my approach and the way I
had given shape to my material was interest-
ing enough on its own to Western ‘art book’
standards.

R: I have heard that someone in the publish-

ing world described it to you as ‘a kind of

U.EO., and that it is a kind of book that has
not been seen for twenty years. Why is that?

PvL: I think it is because everybody is trying
to make fast money, so nowadays people play
it safe and publish books without taking any
risks.

R: What is it that makes your book risky?

PvL: My lay-out. I gave myself total freedom
and spent a great deal of time on each of the
pages. I could cut and slice and carefully
weigh each photo against another in order to
get the right visual and atmospheric effect.
That kind of approach takes time and if [ were
publishing sixty books a year, that would be
unfeasible.

Also, I didn’t use any computer programmes.
When [ started out, many people advised me
against working by hand. I used a scalpel and
scissors only. I am sure that such work would
have been considered impossible to publish a
few years ago, when Photoshop was still up
and coming. So I consider it a gift from my
publishers that they were willing to invest in
something so unorthodox and insisted on
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publishing it without any changes to my lay-
out.

R: Are there no other photographers who
work in the same way?

PvL: Apparently not. Partly because they are
much better photographers, I think. The qual-
ity of their work is such that one of their pho-
tographs on its own on a page is enough. I
didn’t think my photographs were always that
good, so I felt that I could improve and play
around by adding good parts of other photos
I’d taken.

R: As a result of that form of play, which
expresses itself for example in collage and
overlays, the book has a great density. Much
like the hustle and bustle of Rajasthan, in fact!

PvL: I am glad you say that. I think the book’s
density may come across as overload at first.
But people tell me that, just like a visit to
Rajasthan, it is as a result of that density that
one is gradually drawn in. That is when what
I call the game of the book begins; once one
has discovered the rules, so to speak, one can
start playing with it. So, in a way, this book
requires a bit of effort.

At the same time [ have tried to take the view-
er by the hand, by arranging the pictures in a
particular sequence. I wanted to take people
on a visual journey; the pictures and their
sequence tell a story. Actually, that is why ini-
tially I didn’t want to add any text.

My publishers then asked me to add some

Roundabout October 2003

20



Ruund. ot
ﬁa’:z SR Vg U gl
\AAA Ho enthoute ‘m

L.x-Qu\im cak KPEE s deserh
ICRLT lmS'f‘O-
< nweaw

We QML OW Twa S
St - k&?b Alu

Eil Hen
f%*t A

o Qkﬁ?“'" "\f‘\l’x’\)

a, ><Huu m.h}s

CoW = MaTHER

CW tox < &,\w‘w%\ ‘}-H‘JP«
K (AMEL Q\uo\

5

(N adu \ 2 sah w
. 7ok e éi

_ _@47//;..‘, g 3

s

FU‘X L((,L\,\LS\»_’&(F (_mﬂ\L.. ﬂonﬁ‘t’-.-

T~ ow walt

W wa, (5‘.'14’0\ J é'\-’ 1\/\""f\ r\tgu-‘-ucy,xk
V\O\h tmue Qad
haCL ho@tv—

L ho m\\Lok b
a.urlromu aud 1

Vi MoAa t((_l-

Ao u LQ\ fn
\Aoqd-s\- o\\l
ive w\\v\,\ "dwal ‘N\«-:A Ly :1

vak fpal.

text. I had no experience as a writer, but these
added chapters gave me an opportunity to
write about what I had seen and to tell some
of the many stories I had heard on my travels
and jotted down in my notebooks.

R: Apart from a few direct quotes, ‘Rajasthan’
does not show any pages from those note-
books.

PvL: No. That was a conscious choice. At the
moment there is a real hype about notebook-
publishing and I wanted to avoid that. I think
it has become a bit of a formula and isn’t so
interesting any more.

Of course, there are exceptions, such as Peter
Beard’s beautiful African notebooks. I have
his book “The End of the Game’. But he clear-
ly worked very hard on them, and certainly
didn’t just publish what he had jotted down
there and then. Most notebooks, although
they can be fun, contain little craft. I think
that kind of work, and craft in general, tends
to be underappreciated these days.

R: So, by requiring more effort from you and
more effort from the viewer, this book is quite
different from what might otherwise have
been termed a coffee table book.

PvL: I never wanted ‘Rajasthan’ to be the
kind of book that you can pick up twice and
then leave on your coffee table without need-
ing to look at it again. I hope it will keep peo-
ple engaged, in bits and pieces. It is a bit
heavy to carry around, but I hope it will be the
kind of book that people will want to come
back to.

R: You wanted to make people, both locals
and visitors, see Rajasthan in a different way.
Do you find that, through making this book,
you have started to observe things differently
yourself?

PvL: Yes. What is fun is that, now that I have
completed ‘Rajasthan’, I find myself working
on material that has been virtually on my
doorstep all my life. I do think you could walk

100 meters on any street and make a book
about it. There is always so much to see any-
where. You don’t have to travel to India for it.
It is just a question of looking.

Rajasthan

French and English edition published by
Assouline, Paris, ISBN 284 323 44 68.
Dutch edition published by Walburg Pers,
Zutphen, ISBN 905 73 02 764



