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Third graders of Transition school with their 350-actionposter

“You have to help people love nature”

How aware are Aurovilians of environmental issues? Which programmes already exist to increase environmental awareness and what is planned for
the future? We spoke to four Aurovilians who are working hard to increase environmental awareness in the community.

ow much awareness is there in
Auroville of the importance of the
U.N. Copenhagen Climate Change
Conference which is happening
this December?

Tewa: I think that while there is some aware-
ness, many Aurovilians are still not very aware of
the global reality, of the magnitude of what the
world is facing regarding climate change.

Isn’t this odd? After all, Auroville is probably best
known internationally for its environmental work
and people assume that Aurovilians are environ-
mentally-conscious.

Lisbeth: We ride on our greenwork reputa-
tion, but there have been big changes. Take the
children, for example. When [ started teaching
geography and environmental education classes in
Auroville thirty years ago, the kids went to school
on their horses, they had classes in the Nursery
with Narad, they harvested the ragi crop with
Johnny, and in the monsoon we walked the
canyons to follow the torrential water flows to the
sea. Nature education was part and parcel of life in
those days. Now Auroville has become much more
urban. Many of the wild places have disappeared or

are not really known any more and not all the kids.

seem to like to be in nature.

Appie: | take children out to Nature Camps
every year, When we first started running them, the
kids were happy just to be out in nature. Now that’s
not enough. Specially, the older kids get bored; they
want to go shopping, they miss their Coca-Cola.

Tewa: But adults also need to think about the
examples we are setting the children. Auroville is
part of the global Eco-Village Network but I won-

der how on earth we got included as we do not ful-
fil many of the guidelines of an eco-village. There
are so many ways we could model more environ-
mentally-friendly practices, for example riding
bicycles, reducing waste, eating more locally-
grown foods, using only safe, organic pesticides
such as neem oil....the list goes on. It is also impor-
tant to talk with the children about why we are
doing these things and to help them to understand
the environmental issues we face.

This makes the need for environmental education
all the more urgent. So what is happening on this
Jfront in the schools?

Lisbeth: I work mainly at Transition School
where nature education is very much part of the
curriculum. I teach Social Studies projects which
include Environmental Studies. We have all kinds
of projects and field-trips. For instance, we look at
what we’re wearing at the moment, which leads us
on to discuss sweat-shops in China. We go to Pour
Tous to see what is on the shelves, then we try to
find out where it comes from and at what environ-
mental cost.

We get expert help and guidance from many
resource people, like Rajamanikan and Olga from
Ecoservice and SOMA, Joss from Pitchandikulam,
and Prashant, Aurofilio, Regina and Johnny.

Over the years we’ve visited Auroville’s alter-
native energy companies. We’ve been to the new
Pondicherry Harbour and our beaches to study
beach erosion; we've done trips to the local Suguna
chicken broiler farms to find out where the neatly
packed meat actually comes from; and the students
have been taken to some areas in Pondicherry to
learn about small initiatives for solid waste man-
agement and collection.

Regina and I have taken the students to the
nearby Pondicherry garbage dump a few times.

We prepare these trips very carefully. First of all
we go to Success Forest and learn about the
afforestation and plans for this area, and we have a
picnic there. Then we cycle to the dump. We see
the gypsy village, the wastewater ponds, the
garbage dumping and burning, the sand-mining
and the new airport extension. And in the back-
ground is Auroville’s skyline of forest, windmills
and the Matrimandir.

Y ou stand there, in the middle of this burning,
overwhelming horrible stench and very little
needs to be said: the contrast really hits you. One
group called this a “trip to hell” and we had some
parents complaining. But other parents thanked us
for opening their and their children’s eyes to what
was happening.

Over at Udavi School, Eric is also doing a
very good environmental programme. He even

takes the students up to the Himalayas.
Environmental trips are also organized in New
Creation and Future School.

Appie: The summer camps are also a very
important part of environmental education. We
take four groups a year, which is about 160 kids,
plus around 15-20 adults, to the Auroville Nature
Camp in the Western Ghats. We go for nature
walks but the children are also expected to help
build up the camp, which some of them resent.
On the walks some kids just swish down
seedlings out of habit, but I am amazed by others,
like the ones from Udavi School, who are much
more positive. They walk very slowly and care-
fully; they are interested in everything because
they have been taught environmental education.
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ENVIRONMENT

continued from page 1

Tewa: And then, of course, there
are the environmental courses run by
Convergence in Evergreen as well as
the weekly Sadhana Forest environ-
mental film showings, which are very
popular with adults and children. As
to environmental outreach pro-
grammes, there is the great work
being done at the Botanical Gardens
— they host many schoolchildren and

Women’s Groups — and Joss at
Pitchandikulam Forest and
Nadakuppam.

So a lot is happening in terms of
environmental education in
Aunroville.

Tewa: Yes, but much more could
be done, particularly for the adults.
This is one of the reasons we would
like to start a Green Centre in
Auroville. The idea is to create a bet-
ter understanding of what is already
happening here in terms of environ-
mental initiatives, and initiate action
in order to promote resource sharing
and to try to fill the gaps. It’s difficult
because few people are involved in
environmental awareness work
at present. If there was a cen-
tral place where visitors,
Newcomers and Aurovilians
could learn about the green ini-
tiatives in Auroville and how
they could get involved, we are
sure we could increase this
pool.

Isabelle: I see the need for
a coordination centre because I
am involved with the
Auroville farms and I'm aware
of how many problems are cre-
ated because of lack of coordi-
nation between the farms.
Some years ago, Foodlink was
created and this has helped
with central collection and dis-
tribution, but much more could
be done.

For example, new crops
are tried but the experience is
not documented so people for-
get or don’t know what hap-
pened. Then, if someone wants
to start a new farm, the only
way he or she can find out
which, crops are worth growing
is by visiting all the farmers

individually.

The Green Centre could docu-
ment these experiments. It could also
give information about the farms to
visitors and guests, so that the farm-
ers themselves don’t get overbur-
dened. And it can be a place where
only organic or fair trade products
can be sold and explained.

I also see the Green Centre as a
place where we can promote ecologi-
cal solutions as well as keeping up
with the most recent ecological initia-
tives in the world so we can feed
these in to the Auroville experience.
Other ideas include a green movie
night in central Auroville. We will be
screening eco-movies, then follow
them up with discussions and the
signing of relevant petitions.

Lisbeth: Another idea is to have
a regular ‘green’ column in the News
and Notes and on AVNet and
Aurowiki which will give environ-
mental tips, information about inter-
esting websites etc. It will also men-
tion upcoming campaigns. Past cam-
paigns in Auroville have included
activities on Earth Day and

Regina with a class at the Pondicherry
garbage dump.

International Peace Day, and the 350
Action Day (350 parts per million of
CO2 in our atmosphere is now con-
sidered the limit to prevent cata-
strophic global warming).

Tewa: And then, on 12th
December, the Farmers Market,
renamed the Auroville Market, will
restart at the Solar Kitchen. The topic
on the information boards at this first
Market will be climate change, to
coincide with the Copenhagen
Conference. Each week thereafter we
will have information on different
topics, including water, plastic, waste
etc. So in Auroville we will be trying
to keep people aware of the larger
picture.

Is Auroville close to a tipping-point
concerning environmental aware-
ness?

Lisbeth: I think something is
happening, it’s bubbling under the
surface; when you come together
with Aurovilians at environmental
events, it’s there. I see these young
Aurovilians who have studied abroad
and now come back with the energy

to change things.

But is this enough? Such
events tend to attract those
Aurovilians who are already
concerned about environmen-
tal issues, but there are many
others who seem uncon-
cerned. How do you make
contact with them?
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Lisbeth: We have to keep
on hammering away with
awareness campaigns and pub-
lications, but in a nice way: it
has to be done with a smile. If
you get militant in Auroville, it
doesn’t work. Of course, peo-
ple will never protect nature if
they don’t love nature, so this
is where education comes in.
You have to help people love
nature.

Appie: It also depends on
how much people are personally
impacted. The beach erosion is a
good example. It’s been happen-
ing for years in Pondicherry, but
Quiet community only got
involved when they saw their

UNESCO

UNESCO's Executive Board

passes resolution on Auroville

In October this year the Executive Board of UNESCO passed a resolu-
tion on Auroville inviting its Member States to actively participate in
Auroville’s development by contributing a permanent or temporary

exhibition in the International Zone.

The Executive Board,

1. Recalling General Conference resolutions 14 C /Resolution 4.36 (1966),
15 C/Resolution 4.02 (1968), 16 C/Resoilution 3.323 (1970) and 22
C/Resolution 11.19 (1983) as well as Executive Board decision 177

EX/Decision 70, 182 EX/71 - page 6 (August 2007),

2. Noting the commitment of UNESCO and its Member States to provide
support to the Auroville experiment and participate in Auroville’s devel-

opment as an International Cultural Township,

3. Noting that the Charter of Auroville declares that Auroville belongs to

hobody in particular but to humanity as a whole,

4. Appreciating the broad range of activities undertaken by UNESCO
Member States in promoting Auroville’s development as the living

embodiment of a unique experiment inhuman unity,

5. Recognizing the value of such civilizing experiences as an invaluable

and integral part of the commonly shared human experience,

6. Conscious that the Auroville township is conceived and designed in
form of a spiral galaxy, divided into four zones radiating outwards from
Matrimandir, the soul of Auroville, and are respectively designated as the
Residential, the Cultural, the Industrial and the International Zone,

7. Also recognizing that the International Zone is planned to house per-
manent exhibits from each Member State showcasing its unique genius
in the realm of cultural and social ideals and its development in diverse
spheres of national endeavour,

8. Invites UNESCO Member States to actively participate in Auroville's
development by contributing a permanent or temporary exhibition in the
International Zone, as an expression of its commitment to the ideal of

human unity that Auroville represents.
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From Left: Tewa, Lisbeth, Isabelle, Appie

own beach disappearing, and the beach
communities further north, which are
so far unaffected, don’t seem con-
cerned. Things have to be bad before
people get involved.

Tewa: What is it about us that it
needs to get so bad before we wake
up? We love our comforts so much,
I think our desire for comfort is the
single thing that’s brought the
world to the state in which it is in. I
sometimes wonder how to get the
sense of urgency across to
Aurovilians with a smile. I feel we
have to get real.

Lisbeth: There’s no excuse any
more for us in Auroville to ignore
what is happening. So many influ-
ences are seeping in from outside —
the uncontrolled development, the
destruction of greenwork etc. — it’s
right in our faces now. It’s happening
very fast, so it’s urgent we have to
find a new paradigm, a new way of
dealing with it, before it overwhelms
and engulfs us.

Tewa: There’s a need for a huge
leap now, a quantum shift, both in
Auroville and the larger world. If
Auroville was really a sustainable com-
munity, then Marti and Luigi who are
representing Auroville at Copenhagen
would have something to talk about. We
need to become a model before we tell
others what to do, and there’s still a lot
of work to be done there.

Are you optimistic?

Lisbeth: You have
However it looks as if Copenhagen
will not result in binding agreements
but at best some vague statements.
Meanwhile the Kyoto Protocol is run-
ning out in 2012 and it is predicted
that one billion people will soon be
starving and one billion are threat-
ened by rising in sea-levels. India is
losing a quarter of its land to deserti-
fication. These are huge problems
that need to be dealt with globally.

to be.

Tewa: Yes! I was very happy to
hear that a Climate Camp will be hap-
pening in Delhi during the
Copenhagen Conference. Perhaps
India is waking up.

Isabelle: 1 think it’s very
important that we find out what’s
happening in India, because we
always hear what America or
Europe are doing environmentally
and that gives the feeling that the
developed world knows better. But
a lot of things are happening in
India. We talk about Copenhagen,
but we don’t know what is happen-
ing on our own doorstep.

From an interview by Alan

For more information see:
www.350.0rg; www.whatshappening-
withtheclimate.org; and
WWW.avaaz.org

LETTER

“Sri  Aurobindo’s

development.  As

set the picture right.

Dear Auroville Today team,

I have read with interest your report on
statue
UNESCO” in Auroville Today of October
2009. Your report depended upon your inter-
view with Lalit Verma, who was not in the
loop in regard to the moves made to get the
statue installed within the campus of
UNESCO headquarters in Paris. This is
borne out by his statement “Nobody knows
how this came about”. As a result, your
report creates the impression that Permanent
Delegate of India to UNESCO, Ms Bhaswati
Mukherjee, was the prime mover of the
India’s
Delegate to UNESCO, she is the person on
the spot to coordinate the logistics of the
event but not its prime mover.

The fact is that the ball was set rolling by
our Chairman, Dr Karan Singh, when he
wrote to Mr Arjun Singh, then Minister of
Human Resource Development India, on
10th March 2008. In his letter, Dr Karan
Singh wrote that he had been “in touch with
Dr Kapila Vatsyayan™ regarding ““an inter-
esting proposal for installing a statue of Sri
Aurobindo in the UNESCO complex in
Paris”. Dr Kapila Vatsyayan, who is India’s
representative on the UNESCO Executive
Board, advised that India should “formally
present the proposal for discussion™ at the
forthcoming Executive Board meeting. As a
result, Dr Karan Singh wrote to Minister
Arjun Singh who instructed India’s Permanent Delegate to UNESCO to act. Thereafter, Dr Vatsyayan followed it
up as a member of the Executive Board. She was, no doubt, assisted in it by India’s Permanent Delegate.

Lalit Verma says that “many people at some point in time helped to get this realised”. He is right but then
he singles out Bhaswati Mukherjee for special mention. That tends to distort the picture. I am sure neither Dr
Karan Singh nor Dr Kapila Vatsyayan crave to be mentioned for this development. However, 1 felt that I should

unveiled at

Permanent

Member, Governing Board, Auroville Foundation

At the inauguration of Sri Aurobindo's statue, from
left to right: His Excellency Mr. Yai, Ambassador and
permanent representative of Benin & chairman of
the UNESCO Executive Board; Lalit Verma, President
Aurodhan, Pondicherry; Mr Koichuro Matsuura,
Director General, UNESCO; and Dr. Karan Singh,
President ICCR and Chairman Auroville Foundation.
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SERVICES

Experiments with community transport

Auroville Community Transport (ACT) is based in SaraCon, Kottakarai. Taj, one of its executives, explains the need for ACT and
talks about its teething problems and hopes for the future.

everal of us felt
‘ ‘ there was a need
for a regular and
reliable bus ser-
vice for

Aurovilians. The traffic on the East
Coast Road has become very danger-
ous. After the deaths of two
Aurovilians in road accidents in the
last four years, we felt some form of
safe and efficient community trans-
port had to be provided. We had
noticed that taxi use for Pondy trips
had increased over the past few
years, especially during the guest
season, while the SAITER bus ser-
vice was only incidentally available
for community transport.

“So we started ACT in February
last year. Due to the inevitable
teething troubles we missed out on
much of the tourist season. But by
now we have developed a very reli-
able bus service with two buses and
three drivers. The service is full-time;
this year only Pongal and Deepavali
were days off,” says Taj with a sense
of pride.

“Finances, of course, are a prob-
lem. We get no funding from Auroville.
ACT’s income comes from the pre-
paid bus tickets and from individual
donations. We fill the deficit from our
own pockets. The present deficit is
around Rs 3,000 a month, quite an
achievement as ACT is an expensive
service. We have given ourselves a 3-
year period to prove the necessity of
ACT; then we will approach Auroville
for any deficit funding. After all, public
transport in every country in the world
is subsidized; there is no reason why it
would be different for Auroville.”

The ACT organizing team con-
sists of Chandresh, Taj and Hari.
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The Auroville Community Transport team: Hari (back row 2nd from the right),
Taj (front row 2nd from right) and Chandresh (front row 3rd from right).

“Hari oversees the operations of the
buses in the Service Area assisted by
a team of drivers and a mechanic.
Anand from the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram does the accounts.

“Our most important service is
for the Matrimandir concentration,
We leave every morning at 7.45 am
from the Service Area for
Pondicherry. We are back at
Matrimandir at 8.30, thenat 11.10 go
again to Pondicherry and return at 12
noon. These trips are open to resi-
dents and guests of Auroville, and

_are conditional on the Matrimandir

INTERNATIONAL ZONE

being open, which means not on
rainy days. Then, each afternoon, we
run from Vérité to Pondicherry and
back. On average, the bus is now
used at 40% of its capacity. Our most
successful run is on Friday night,
from the Solar Kitchen to Sadhana
Forest, to enjoy dinner and the
evening film. We are also offering
special trips such as for the summer
camp, or for sports events or to go to
Thiruvannamalai for the full moon
walk around Arunachala mountain.”

Future plans? “We are now con-
templating Sunday trips to Auroville

beach communities, and possibly a
thrice weekly morning trip between
the residential zone and
Kuilapalayam and Aspiration. We
would also like to run a regular
monthly trip to Chennai, and week-
end trips to interesting places like
Gingee, Mamallapuram, the Sattanur
Dam or the Chidambaram temple.
“ACT is still in its pioneering
days,” says Taj with an enthusiastic
smile. “We answer to the need for
regular and safe transport. It is up to
the Aurovilians to make use of it.”

Mapping the Divine Manifestation

Recently there was a discussion in the AVi-group The Netherlands about a Dutch pavilion. During this, Jan Lohman wondered
how it was possible to think of such a pavilion as long as it is not clear what the International Zone should be. With this in mind
he wrote down some ideas that came to him and worked them out later. Here he presents the resuit of his musings on the

International Zone.

he Mother said that all

countries should be rep-

resenting features of their

country in the
: International Zone. What
did she really mean by that? There
are so many countries and the politi-
cal situation is so unclear that coun-
tries that exist today will be gone
tomorrow and new countries will be
created. What did the Mother mean
by ‘countries’?

She insisted that we have to go
into the soul of each country. So it is
not the political material unit that is
important, but the soul. In this con-
text a country is a formation by a
group of people with a common inter-
est and background. In the political
situation at any moment the existing
countries do not always represent
these groups.

The soul is the central point. By
going into the soul people can discov-
er their own uniqueness and their
place in the whole comity of coun-
tries. When I try to find the soul of
my country, Holland, 1 discern at
least two levels: one more exterior
that is characteristic of the Dutch
mind, and one underlying level that
we have in common with surrounding
countries. On that level I am aware of
being part of a greater cultural zone
which I shall call the Western
European culture. That culture was
formed after the fall of the Roman
Empire, after the invasion of all those
Germanic people from the Far East:
Franks, Alemans, Vandals, Goths and
Visigoths, Huns, Longobards etc. All

these people were bound together
into one empire, with one religion:
Christianity.

These people had one thing in
common; they were earthbound, more
interested in terrestrial and material
things than in spirituality. This disposi-
tion has greatly influenced Western
Christianity, which has been dubbed
‘the Germanisation of Christendom’.
In this they were different from
Christians in the Levant where this
religion came from, and even more dif-
ferent from other eastern people like
Indians.

Seeing this I began to wonder if it
was the intention of the divine spirit in
his manifestation to create great cultur-
al blocks, each with its own interest
and particularity that they had to work
out in order to prepare this world for
the divine descent. As a bundle of
white light, falling upon a prism, is
broken into different colours, each
with its own vibration, so the divine
will to manifest, touching the earth,
invoked — from inside or from above —
in the different races around the world
the will to work out one particular facet
of the divine, each according to its own
character and situation. Thus, in the
course of history, blocks of different
cultures were created around the globe:
India, with the emphasis on the devel-
opment of spirituality; Western Europe
based on the analysis and development
of Matter, Egypt with its focus on the
occult and Greece on the preeminence
of mind, etc. It would be interesting to
research this in detail and to make a
map of the actual divine manifestation.

This ‘map” will look different from the
political map of the world for example,
the USA and Canada, would be part of
the Western European culture. If
America would be represented, then it
is rather by the cultures of the Indians
or the pre-Colombian cultures of
Aztecs, Mayas and Incas. The number
of cultures will correspondent with the
number of facets of the divine manifes-
tation to be worked out.

The overall vision in this ‘map’ can
lead to better understanding and intema-
tional cooperation. The feeling of being
part of a worldwide movement will
improve human understanding. This
will also become a stimulus for people
who, due to political circumstances,
have lost the contact with their original
culture. T am thinking in particular of
Central and West Africa. All these cul-
tures together are preparing the earth for
the divine manifestation.

Seeing this it is logical that the
International Zone will be organized
according to this ‘map’ of divine mani-
festation. But what will be the place of
the different nations and their pavilions?

Everyone will represent in the first
place one’s own country by which one
is formed and through which one is
part of the whole block. Each country
will work for the same object, but each
will contribute in its own style. It is the
individual who will contribute to the
totality its colour and balance. So
national pavilions will be very useful,
though always within the context of
the cultural block.

Every culture has, apart from its
particularity, also its own black spot, the

shadow side of its particularity, which
becomes evident as soon as it is separat-
ed from the total divine manifestation,
but which is also necessary to intensify
the concentration on its particularity.
India, for example, neglected the mater-
ial life so much that it came to be
regarded as an illusion; Western Europe
was so immersed in its interest in matter
that God, soul and spirit faded away
from its consciousness and were looked
upon as fantasies of the mind.

But even if this regression is an
indispensable phase in the preparation
for the divine manifestation, in the end
the black spot must be healed. The
shadow shall disappear as soon as the
link with the overall view of the divine
manifestation has been re-established.
The many becomes the one again, the
“White will be restored’.

This can best be done in Auroville,
as it is the place created by the Mother
for trying to manifest human unity.
Cultures can be studied anywhere, but
Auroville is the place destined to unite
people into a greater context and thus
be instrumental in the formation of an
actual human unity. The Auroville
International centres can play an impor-
tant intermediary role in it. In this per-
spective Auroville’s Charter:
‘Auroville belongs to humanity as a
whole’ and ‘Auroville wants to be the
bridge between the past and the future’
will be understood in a deeper and
more realistic way; Auroville will truly
be the city the earth needs.

Jan Lohman
AVI The Netherlands
[see obituary Page 7]

In brief

Entry Service re-starts
The Entry Service resumed work on
November 2nd, after almost a year
of an interim group taking care of
urgent work only. In collaboration
with other Aurovilians the new
Service has also started to organise
five-day 'Orientation to Auroville’
programmes to help future
Newcomers find their way.

Malaria

Three people in Auroville while on
a visit to Orissa, have contracted
malaria, a disease which is relatively
new to Auroville and Pondicherry.
The government has sent its Health
Inspectors to Auroville to spray
chemicals in order to contain the
spread of infected mosquitoes.

Voluntary Service

The Guest Service, recalling that
from the very beginning voluntary
work and service have been central
to Auroville's ethos and existence,
calls on guests to contribute their
time and energy in vital areas of
Auroville and so make voluntary
work a central part of their
‘Auroville Experience’. The Guest
Service is organising this for short-
term visitors, while AVIS (Auroville
Volunteering, Internships & Studies
programmes) is doing the same for
long-time visitors. This participation
is considered essential if Auroville is
not to become another tourist
hotspot or 'spiritual’ resort.

integrated Animal
Care Centre

Integrated Animal Care, founded in
2005 to care for animals by provid-
ing sterilization, anti-rabies vacci-
nation, medical care, adoption of
unwanted puppies and education
outreach, has at long last found a
permanent place near Siddhartha
Forest. Sy g

Integral sustainability
L'Avenir d'Auroville has approved
an 'Auroville Integral Sustainability
Framework Exercise' led by Alon
and Batel. The aim is to prepare a
five-year sustainable and
Integrated Detailed Development
Plan using regular and coordinated
input from different activities of the
community. In all 22 'sector plan-
ning teams’ will deal with aspects
of physical infrastructure, social
infrastructure, and natural environ-
ment.

ID-cards for j ists
OutreachMedia, the press-liaison
group of Auroville, will provide ID-
cards to journalists who are autho-
rised to do film or interviews in
Auroville. This is considered neces-
sary to avoid misuse of Auroville's
goodwill, energy and image.

World Youth Event
2010

A world youth event called Anima
Mundi will be held in Auroville in
March 2010. Anima Mundi is Latin
for the cosmic breath, the world
soul, the life force, the spirit of
nature. 25 to 30 youth from
around the world in addition to
youth from Auroville will partici-
pate. For more info write to: niko-
lai@auroville.org.in

Missing donor

In our report on the Auroville
International meeting in Holland in
the June-July issue, we mentioned
that the Auroville Dental Clinic had
been promised a donation by an
American dentist of US § 16,000
for village dental projects.
Repeated enquiries, however, have
failed to discover the donor.
Anyone with information please
contact
aurodentalcentre@auroville.org.in

Auroville Today December 2008 3



EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

B e

The Play of Painting

For the past few years about 250 people a week, most of them children, have been participating in a research project which uses painting as a means of
self-discovery. Now the Sri Aurobindo Institute for Educational Research (SAIIER) has published a book by Claire Le Touzé, Looking at Children’s Paintings in
a New Light (there is also a French version) which documents this fascinating work. Auroville Today spoke to Claire about the project.

ri Aurobindo and Mother

were very clear about what

constitutes true ‘educa-

tion’. “Each human being

is a self-developing soul
and the business of both parent and
teacher is to enable and to help the
child educate himself, to develop his
own intellectual, moral, aesthetic and
practical capacity and to grow freely
as an organic being...” wrote Sri
Aurobindo in The Human Cycle.
“True education must reveal what is
already present in the developing
beings and make it blossom”, wrote
Mother.

From the early days of education
in Auroville, attempts have been
made to put this profound approach
into practice in Auroville schools.
Some of the early attempts were too
‘stratospheric’, out of touch, with the
reality of that pioneering period.
Today, things are changing. In spite of
the pressure of exams and alien syl-
labuses which vitiate the child-centred
approach in some schools, more and
more educational initiatives based
upon the “self-developing soul” are
beginning to be widely adopted.

One example is the Awareness
through the Body programme, run by
Aloka and Joan. Another is The
Learning Community experiment,
featured in our last issue. And yet
another is the ‘Play of Painting’,
which uses painting as a means of
self-discovery and expression.

Claire who, along with Sandrine
and Nathalie, comprises
the core team, had been
teaching painting to chil-
dren for many years.
One of the things she
noticed was that when
children were free to
choose their own sub-
jects, certain images and
figures recurred. She
couldn’t understand why
this happened or what
they meant until, in
2003, she met

The archaic manifestations or first
traces made by a little child are not,
Stern emphasised, clumsy or ‘unfin-
ished’: “they come from the organic
memory of the child.” He explains
that the body has an ‘organic’ memo-
ry of its development
in the womb and is
expressing it through
these figures. The
next stage, the ‘pri-
mary figures’, is also
born out of an inner
necessity. Later, the
child notices a simi-
larity between those
figures and certain
objects in his or her
environment. So the
third phase begins
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Petrouchka who recog- with ‘picture-
nised these images as objects’, born from
signs of ‘The the intention of rep-
‘Formulation’. resenting ‘real’

Claire at the things. ~ However,
The Formulation b twaces Jof (ke primary

‘The Formulation” is a
set of universal patterns in children’s
paintings discovered by Amo Stern.
Stern, who was self-educated, discov-
ered through 50 years of work with

figures remain in the
‘picture-objects’. The final phase, the
‘essential figures’, is reached by older
children or adults. “The essential fig-
ures,” explains Stern, “are a pure ema-
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Chandradev expressing himself

children exactly what Claire had also
noted: that certain images tend to
recur. What he also observed in the
paintings of thousand of people of dif-
ferent ages, nationalities and cultures
is that these recurring images tend to
evolve through four phases or stages.
These he labelled ‘archaic manifesta-
tions’, ‘primary figures’, ‘picture-
objects’ and ‘essential figures’.
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nation of the organism. Through the
possibility of this manifestation, the
human being reaches a new dimen-
sion.”

Throughout the process, the
child is free to experiment. He or she
can add many sheets of paper if the
child wants to make huge paintings.
This freedom to discover endless
possibilities in oneself also increases
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Mahana painting
self-confidence.

Play of Painting is not ‘art’
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“Play of Painting is not ‘art’,
Claire emphasises, “because there is
no intention to present something to
somebody else. The process of
expressing the organic memory of the
body is transformative. It brings great
joy and a sense of expansion of the
being, which Stern called ‘plusétre’
(‘being more’).

Claire describes her own experi-
ence in an Auroville studio. “I’d been
painting since I was a child. In the
first sessions of the Play of Painting I
drew in my own style, but at a certain
point I couldn’t anymore. Something
else came through me that I had never
done before and it was so joyful, so
liberating, like surrender to the natur-
al flow of life. Now I feel I can be
more myself and I can allow an inner
guidance to manifest. So then I under-
stood why the children are so happy
and concentrated when they are doing
the Play of Painting.”

Conditions for organic expression

Claire stresses that this doesn’t
‘just happen’: that Stern specified that
certain conditions have to be in place
for the full ‘organic expression’ to
take place, conditions which are not
yet completely fulfilled in the
Auroville ateliers. “The three essen-
tial conditions are a fully trained prac-
titioner who can recognize the univer-
sal signs and different stages of The
Formulation; a closed space where
outside influences are eliminated or
minimised, with the ‘table-palette’ [a
long table on which 18 different paint
colours are arranged] at the centre;
and a group of people of mixed ages.”
Why the mixture? “The group dynam-
ic is very important. The small chil-
dren who are doing the archaic figures
or primary figures pour them out nat-
urally, and this gives a lot of inspira-
tion to the older ones who may be a
little more blocked. On the other
hand, the older children and adults
will be much more skilled on the tech-
nical side and this will be a very good
example for the small ones.”

What, then, is the role of the
trained practitioner or ‘guide’, as
Claire terms it, in this process? The
guide’s essential role is to support in
every way the child’s inner and outer
explorations, as a servant. The guide
knows the Formulation and is careful
not to judge the child’s work in any
way. A negative statement can make

the child fearful of failure, but even
praise is to be avoided as this may
cause the child to try to please rather
than to ‘be’ herself. For the same rea-
son, the child’s work is not put on
public display or taken home. Instead,
the guide will keep all of it in a special
folder for research and archives.

The role of the parents

The guide’s role is also to reas-
sure the parents, “opening a small
secret door and introducing a new
way of ‘seeing’ in order for them to
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become respectful accomplices.” So,
once a year, the parents are invited to
see their child’s paintings without the
child being present, but only with the
child’s permission if he or she is more
than seven years old. Many parents
are astonished by what they see.

Stern emphasised that the Play of
Painting is not a therapy, but that it
can prevent the need for therapy later
in life. But how does this work relate
to the larger purpose of Auroville? “In
two ways,” says Claire. “Firstly,
through the Play of Painting the chil-
dren begin to feel that behind all the
outer differences there is the same
inner being; that they belong together
because these universal signs appear
in everybody’s work. So they are
more willing to accept the other as he
or she is. At the same time, they find
their own unique way of being. For
example, one child may be very pre-
cise and take a lot of time to do one
painting, while another child may
complete 4-5 paintings in one session.

Nathalie (right) and student at work

So these workshops are mini-labora-
tories where the children experience
weekly this balance between the indi-
vidual and the collective without
rivalry and competition. These are
very powerful ways of living our
ideals of human unity and unity in
diversity.

“Moreover, in Auroville freedom
and joy are considered the two neces-
sary elements not only for individual
growth but also for the development
of a collective consciousness leading
to ‘effective human unity’. And free-
dom and joy are the essence of these
workshops.”

Future research

Claire’s research project, which
was funded by the Sri Aurobindo
Institute of Educational Research, has
now concluded with the publication of
the book. What are her plans? “It’s
not yet clear where our funding will
come from in the future. But my wish
is to be able to continue to offer this
service free to Aurovilian children
and adults, We have three ateliers
now, at the Kindergarten, Nandanam
and Udavi School. For the first time in
the history of the Play of Painting a
building has been designed specifical-
ly for that purpose by Nathalie and
Francois in Udavi School and this is
three-quarters completed.

“My work so far has been mainly
with younger children — this was the
focus of the research project — but
now [ have sessions which bring
together younger and older children
and adults, as Stern advises. This will
be a whole new area of discovery. So,
in the future, Sandrine and I would
like to have a work space outside
schools where everyone, adults and
children, can freely come to enjoy this
wonderful activity.

“The other area of research
described in the book, which is differ-
ent from the ‘Play of Painting’ as cre-
ated by Arno Stern, is “Painting
through Concentration”. This was
inspired by Marguerite Smithwhite,
who was connected with Auroville
and the Ashram for many years. Each
concentration has a particular purpose
in awakening and sensitizing the child
to subtle aspects of its being, particu-
larly the inner soul or ‘psychic being’.
Now I want to more deeply explore
this part of the work.”

Alan

Looking at children’s paintings in a
new light by Claire Le Touzé.
Published by SAIIER, 2009.For info:
aurovillepress@auroville.org.in

For more information about the Play
of Painting, see Arno Stern’s website:
www.arnostern.com or contact
Jeudepeindre@auroville.org.in
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