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Update on the Matrimandir Gardens
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ur work now is focused on
‘ ‘ the Bliss Garden,” says
Marie, one of the three
members of the Garden
Design Team. “During the

monsoon we planted the trees and shrubs; now we
canadd compost and topsoil. Most of the masonry
has been completed. What remains to be finished
is the fountain. We expect this work to be over by
the end 0of 2013.”

How do these gardens reflect the qualities that
they are meant to express? “The Garden of
Existence is in the east, where the sun rises, where
things begin. To evoke this idea of beginnings, we
have installed a large stone with a small pool
underneath it which contains a spring; this shows
that something in matter is trying to emerge,
helped by the water from the spring which, as it
were, pushes the stone up to the surface. Water
represents life, the vibration and movement of
existence. In front of the pool is a big area with
pebbles which evokes the mineral stage, to reflect
the beginning of things, timeless and spaceless.
The garden has plants that are very old, such as
ferns, zinnia, and ficus. A particular type of
Hibiscus, which the Mother named ‘Psychic
Power in Existence’, flowers in massive bushes
around its perimeter, creating intimacy and a con-
fined space where one can feel the garden’s mes-
sage.” She explains that though the garden is
shaped in the form of an egg, it is also part of a spi-
ral which leads to the next garden, the Garden of
Consciousness.

For the Consciousness Garden, the main fea-
ture is a pond, from which water will flow into a
cascade of seven levels. Marie explains that the
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pond represents oneness, and that the flow of
water in seven steps represents the seven steps of
consciousness,. “It is something like what the
Mother had said about consciousness, that it is
spreading and being absorbed by each layer.” The
flower for this garden is ‘Supramental
Consciousness,” which means that the colours
orange and gold, which represent the supramental
consciousness, will dominate in this garden.

The Bliss Garden, says Marie, is designed to
evoke the idea of a wave of bliss. “The main center
which we call the ‘moon area’ will be full of small
shiny pebbles with a fountain from where water
will flow into seven bowls, which will create a
crystalline sound. The seven bowls will be placed
like the seven stars of the Big Bear constellation,
where, it is said, the seven rishis live who bring
bliss to the earth.” She adds that sometimes in the
gardens the symbolism will not be obvious, or
may be more evident when looking from above,
such as from the top of the Matrimandir.

In what ways have Mother’s comments on the
gardens been taken into account? Marie explains
that the Mother did not give much direction for the
design of the gardens. “We have only the names
she gave to some flowers, with a comment. So we
use those flowers in the corresponding garden. We
also work with a collection of quotes from Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother on the 12 qualities to be
expressed by the gardens, made by the previous
Garden Design Team, to get a deeper understand-
ing of the gardens’ spiritual significances.”

‘What are some of the common features which
will unify the 12 gardens? The main unifying fea-
ture is called the jewel concept. Marie explains
that around the Matrimandir there is a path which
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is roundish and something like a necklace. On
each part of this necklace there is a jewel, which is
part of the whole, but at the same time can stand
alone. “With the general leveling from the
Matrimandir outward, there are the big petals each
of which contains a meditation chambers, and out-
side those there are the small petals which we have
created with Agra stones and concrete, and then
there are the gardens. From that wave from the
Matrimandir there is one lower part and one higher
part to each garden. In one part we can see the gar-
den from a distance, and in the other part, which
we call the jewel case, we can walk and smell the
fragrance of the flowers, hear the sounds of the
wind and the water, and, in the months of January
and February, feel the dew on your skin. So you
can be still and observe and experience each gar-
den as a kind of beautiful painting which is before
you and which helps your meditation, or you can
experience each garden by by going through it and
allowing it to materially work on you through your
various senses.”

Marie explains that the present Design Team
which consists mainly of Marc, Maurizio and her-
self was created in 2007. At that time she had
been working in the gardens, Marc had been
working with the previous Garden Design Team,
and Maurizio was a landscaper who was regularly
visiting Auroville. With the completion of the
Matrimandir, there was a general feeling in the
community that it was time to take up the gardens
in earnest. The three decided to take up the project
and the community feedback was positive. Roger,
who had drawn the main layout for the gardens
with the paths, the leveling, and general guide-

lines, was also in agreement. “From the beginning
we tried to respect and understand why there are
guidelines and not to simply observe them
blindly. The Matrimandir is the main element of
the space, so we need to respect the progression
towards the Matrimandir, and not create some-
thing which is in competition with it.”

But the team doesn’t work in isolation. Over
the years, others helped in the designs, such as
Meera, an Auroville architect who now works
with them permanently, and visiting Japanese gar-
den designer Martin Mosko who, together with
Aurovilians Lala and Alain, has been working
with the team on models and sketches for the
Garden of Light. “Various people come for a few
months to help out, some who know about engi-
neering, some about electricity, some about the
landscaping.” Has the team sought out the advice
of any famous landscape architects? “No, but
when they come we are very happy to sit with
them and share.”” She adds that the Matrimandir
Gardens are very unique, and famous landscapers
may not know much about yoga and tend to have
conventional design ideas and big egos. “Our
office is completely open, but it is not always easy
to incorporate feedback within a small period of
time because the work is very complex. You may
have plenty of ideas but later you realize that here
in India not everything is available, and that in
Auroville not everything is in agreement with the
community.”

As the first three gardens take shape - it may
take years for a garden to fully mature - there may
be more feedback which the team will take into

continued on page 2
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MATRIMANDIR

Update on the Matrimandir gardens

continued from page 1

account for designing the next three gardens: the Gardens of Light,
Life and Power. “We will present the designs to the Matrimandir
Coordination and Support Groups, and afterwards to the communi-
ty. But so far, nothing has been finalized. We are still playing with
models that can completely change. These three gardens will be
smaller and will need to be in harmony with the neighbouring
Unity Gardens, which are being made by a different team, as well
as with the Banyan Tree, which is just beside. These gardens will
probably be very simple, with no water feature, and certainly with
less concrete, because objections to that was the main negative
feedback we received from the community on the Consciousness
and Bliss Gardens.” When those designs will be ready is an open
question. “It depends on the feeling. It can’t go on forever, but we
don’t have a deadline, which is a good thing.”

It is also necessary to deal with the issue of the maintenance of the
completed gardens. “We have a fantastic garden team led by Tina and
Alain, and they are doing their best for an already huge area. We need
to control the watering and use only organic pesticides to control the
pests, and this requires a lot of time and people who are knowledgeable
and can devote themselves to the gardens. We also need people to
weed, prune and cut the grass, and for this we want to shift more from
paid workers to volunteers. So this is a sort of call for people.”

It is said that the gardens are not final and can be changed if
desired, but won’t that be difficult to do with the amount of concrete
and brick that has been used in the three existing gardens? Marie
responds that while it is surely easier to change the vegetation than the
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hard materials, those also can be changed if need-
ed. “What was important for us was not to make
cheap gardens, not to do something that will not
last. So there is a balance between creating some-
thing durable and maintaining flexibility. But
everything is evolutionary.” She adds that the
Mother herself comments that the gardens will
evolve with the consciousness of the Aurovilians.

“We do not say that these are the best gardens
and that nobody will ever be able to create some-
thing better. But I think it was a good start. Very
often it is the way, not the goal, that is most inter-
esting. We grow together when we create these
gardens. We link different professions, and work
with visitors, guests and volunteers. It is interest-
ing to see the relations that we are building around
Matrimandir. It seems to me, we have nine other gardens that have not
been finalized, so let us go on and concentrate on those and take what
we have learned from the previous ones and use it instead of coming
back and revising the first ones.”

What has been the greatest challenge in this work? (Laughing)
“Human relations! It is difficult to work together. From the communi-
ty we have gotten lots of feedback which has been from a to z. Some
people will come and say congratulations, I feel something wonderful
here; and other people will say this is not what T want and I don’t want
to go to Matrimandir anymore. It’s interesting to have this range of
feedback and also it has made me to be more calm about feedback. We

0Ongoing work in the Bliss Garden

will not be able to please everyone, and I don’t feel that is the goal. The
goal is to do the right things at the right moment with the right people. I
think the best thing is just to be open and to be more sincere everyday.”
‘What has been the most rewarding aspect of the work? “To work
at this place everyday . Every morning there is a different light in the
Matrimandir gardens. Even when it is raining, it is such a wonderful
space. I can sit at my computer and draw something, but also I can be
on site and put my hands in the soil and plant something. I can use my
mind, I can use my vital, I can use my physical here at the
Matrimandir! It’s really a work for the Mother!”
In conversation with Larry

Lessons from a selection process

In August last year, eight members of a new Town Development Council were declared ‘selected’ by the Residents’
Assembly Service. Though the selection process was well-defined, it wasn’t fully followed and the outcome failed to meet

many expectations.

fter the negative experience of the

selection process of the Working

Committee in 2011, [see AVToday #

271 of January 2012], a group of nine

urovilians came together to study

once again the Auroville organisation and in what
ways members of important working groups could
best be selected. “We tried to find out how we could
transcend the power politics, the limited vision and
the apparent lack of common values,” says Pashi,
one of the members of the study group. “We agreed
that it doesn’t make sense to elect members of
working groups through an election process involv-
ing the entire community as this would immediate-
ly bring in politics. Instead, this work should be
done by a selection committee. But how to form
such a committee? We agreed that a wide commu-
nity representation was necessary: as many working
groups as possible should each appoint a selector
and a few selectors should be appointed by the com-
munity at large. There was consensus that the selec-
tors should be qualified and chosen in view of their
knowledge and understanding of the work to be
done by the candidates, and not because someone
has nothing better to do. And, last but not least, we
agreed that the selectors should be chosen and act

on the basis of a common set of values.”

“Those values we took from The Mother,”

explains Jaya. “They are the twelve qualities or |

powers of the Mother, namely sincerity, humility,
gratitude, perseverance, aspiration, receptivity,
progress, courage, goodness, generosity, equality,
and peace. We hoped that the selectors would check
if the proposed candidates were willing to work
with these qualities, or at least in the group which is
to be formed. We emphasized that the presence of
these values is as important as the professional qual-
ifications and the knowledge of the candidates. For
we feel that those who sit in public working groups
and take decisions that affect Auroville and its peo-
ple, should consider if the proposed decision is in
accordance with these qualities. We were, in fact,
trying to introduce a new paradigm.”

Testing the ideas

“Our ideas were put to test when, in May 2012,
the study group was asked by the Residents’
Assembly Service to look at the selection process
for the members of the next Town Development
Council (TDC),” says Tine. “We prepared a full
documentation, giving information on the proposed
method of selecting the members of the Selection
Committee as well as on the way this Committee
should function in selecting the members of the
TDC. It specified the value system, tasks and
required qualifications of selectors and of the future
TDC members. We gave open presentations and
made all the documents publicly available.”

The response, says Pashi, was very positive.
“Many people, even people who do not think
alike, identified with our work and ideas. When
the proposal was submitted to the Residents’
Assembly for approval, there was a strong support
for it with almost 200 voting ‘yes’ and 50 voting
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‘no’. We felt tremendously encouraged that we
were on the right track.”

“But when the working groups had appointed
their selectors and the Selection Committee started,
we realised that we’d made only a small begin-
ning,” says Tine. “Our ideals had been well-
received; but we were naive in expecting them to
come into place immediately. We had expected a
sense of collaborative efforts of all selectors, but,
unfortunately, that did not happen. Though initially
there was a strong striving to work together, in the
end old prejudices came up, fixed mindsets of who
is for and who is against the Galaxy town plan came
into play, leading to a scenario of ‘if you want that
person in, I want this one in’. Again our politics
came into the picture, though this time it was more
in the open and more visible than during the selec-
tion of the Working Committee.

“It was a learning process,” says Pashi.
“Once the TDC had been formed, we went
through an extensive review of what went right
and wrong and we interviewed each of the selec-
tors for over an hour to better understand what
had been going on. Then we got to understand the
weaknesses of the process. It appeared that there
hadn’t been a proper transfer of our intentions.
Many of the selectors hadn’t read the documenta-
tion we had given them, and we realized that we
should have properly introduced these papers ina
one-day workshop. Some selectors were not con-
vinced about the need for professionalism, which
made them select candidates who lacked the
specified  qualifications. The  Selection

and Tine

Committee also did not deal rightly with the
community feedback, in not replying to objec-
tions or questions. This was perceived as a lack
of transparency and of accountability.”

“Yet, it was a good step forward,” says Jaya.
“Overall, the process was handled in such a way
that, even though there were deficiencies, most of
the selectors initially knew that the overall intention
was to put their personal preferences aside. But the
end result was that once again some people have
been appointed to do a job which they are not doing
or only partly doing. We had stressed that each
TDC member should work full-time for the TDC
and create a group around him or her, otherwise the
work won’t be done. So far this has only been init-
ated for two of the work fields. The present reality is
that less than half of the selected TDC
members are doing their work full time.”

“The Selection Committee’s job, in fact, is not
finished when it selected the candidates,” adds Tine.
“It would also check every six months that the work
is being done and that the TDC members create
groups around them to do the work. The Selection
Committee is empowered to select replacements for
members who are not performing or quitting. But
the Selection Committee has not taken up this part
of the work; we have the impression that there is an
unwillingness to do that.”

A permanent monitoring body?

“It is common knowledge that in each of
Auroville’s official working groups only a few
members work full-time,” says Pashi. “There is also

the strong sense that most working groups have a
lack of transparency and and are not really account-
able to the community. Requests for information or
objections to a course of action from individual
Aurovilians are often not even responded to. This
creates a negative and very unhealthy mindset of
powerlessness and indifference. It is perhaps in
answer to this non-communicative tendency of
working groups, that people have started to only
give negative comments and not take their own
responsibility to come up with a solution to the
problem. But we all have a responsibility and actu-
ally have to go beyond ourselves. Auroville is a
very utopian idea, but Aurovilians should not get
used to reaching a comfort level in incompetence
and not wanting to go beyond it.”

“The Residents’ Assembly is a very un-
organised and dysfunctional body,” says Tine.
“Its ‘secretariat’, the Residents’ Assembly
Service, has over the years put in a lot of work
and organised a lot of meetings, most of which
still ended up in an outpouring of emotions, but
concretely, nothing much happens. If we want to
find a system of self-governance, we have to
impose the implementation of transparency and
accountability in the working groups and respect
that individuals have the right to be heard. To
address this issue, we are thinking that Auroville
should create a monitoring group of senior
Aurovilians to check on the functioning of each

of our working groups. The monitoring group
should interact with each working group when
needed or at fixed times, to see how they function
and how their functioning can be improved. It
should be able to take action if the working group
or if an individual member does not function, for
example by replacing a member. In case an
Aurovilian is aggrieved because a working group
does not respond, this monitoring group should be
able to intervene.”

“This idea needs more discussion, we are not
yet clear on it,” says Pashi. “Perhaps, the monitor-
ing group could also act as an appeal body, which
is lacking in our system. But the benefits are clear:
with such a monitoring body in place, it would be
possible to extend the term of office of the mem-
bers of various working groups to five years
instead of the present two-year term for the
Auroville Council and Working Committee and
four-year for the TDC. Auroville would thus
become far more professional in the management
of'its internal affairs.”

What next?

“We are not clear about the next step, such as
how to select the next Working Committee and
Auroville Council when the term of office of the
present committee and council ends by the end of
2013,” says Jaya. “The lessons learned in selecting
the TDC are very valuable and a step forward and
the study group will continue its work. We have an
inner feeling that we are moving in the right
direction.”

In conversation with Carel
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Battling the power cuts:
opportunities for sustainable energy solutions
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For if more supply becomes
available, we can expect that a lot
of hidden demand will come up,
such as air-conditioners which have not
yet been bought because there is no
power. Moreover, the demand for
power increases by a regular 6% cach
year. So power cuts are there to stay.”
Is Auroville doing anything about
it? “Yes,” says Toine, the founder of
Auroville’s Electrical Service and now
advisor to the Town Development
Council. “The power crisis has, in fact,
speeded up our planning. The electric-
ity infrastructure plan envisages that
Auroville will have its own dedicated
feeder which will connect to
Auroville’s own internal high-tension
network. This network consists of an

-underground high tension line that

runs along the Crown Road, which we
call a ring mains. From it, branch lines
will run along some of the radials.
Distribution transformers will be con-
nected to these high-tension lines
which will step down the voltage to
low tension to feed the various
buildings and services”.

“We have now applied for the ded-
icated feeder,” says Ponnusamy. “This
means that, from the nearest TNEB
(Tamil Nadu Electricity Board) substa-
tion in Irumbai, a separate overhead
high-tension line of 22,000 Volts will
be installed and connected to a high ten-
sion switchyard behind the Bharat
Nivas compound. We have also started
laying the high tension cable along a
stretch of the Crown Road and along
the Vikas Radial. As soon as the Town
Development Council has finalised the
right-of-way cross section drawings and
reached agreement with the residents of
Centre Field and gives the green light,
we will continue laying the cable along
the Crown trajectory, in front of the
Solar Kitchen, then through Centre
Field up to Savitri Bhavan and the
Unity Pavilion. We will also install the
feeder line from the Bharat Nivas
switchyard to the ring mains. When this
work is done, we will be able to connect
9 communities Sector I of the
Residential Zone (see map). This is the
first step; I expect it to be in place with-
in the next 18 months.

Phase two of the electricity plan
will serve the Industrial, Educational

The first phase of the ring mains (in biue) will connect Grace, Surrender, Arati, Invocation, Sukhaifati, Victory, Madhuca, Arka and Gaia

and Administrative Zones. When the
ring mains has crossed the Youth
Centre and is connected to its other end,
this part of our work will be over. Then,
from the ring mains, we will branch out
to connect the rest of the city.” How
long it will take? “With cooperation
from the residents, we should be able to
have the ring mains and some branch
lines in place within two years,” he
says. “That also means that all TNEB
overhead lines will disappear, and with
them much of the breakdowns, which
are due to trees hitting power lines dur-
ing high winds and rains.”

What about the other side of
Auroville, centred around Kuila-
palayam? “These communities will be
connected to a new feeder that runs par-
allel to the Abri — Kuilapayalam road”
says Ponnusamy. “That work is under
way. At present, they suffer more than
the rest of Auroville as their feeder line
comes all the way from beyond JIP-
MER and is highly unstable. With the
new line, they would have less break-
downs. But there is no intention to con-
nect that part of Auroville to the
dedicated feeder for the city.”

Wind
“A dedicated feeder”, explains
Toine, “makes it possible for

Auroville to apply to be exempted
from ‘scheduled’ load-shedding,
which is the cause of the majority of
our power cuts. There is also
‘unscheduled’ load-shedding, which is
due to unforeseen supply-demand
gaps and when there are line break-
downs, especially during the rainy sea-
son. So during scheduled load-shed-
ding Auroville would continue to get
power. But there is a catch: you have
to compensate for the load-shedding
by purchasing the power from the
open market, and the rates are very
high. But Auroville has the benefit of
owning two wind generators and it is
possible to ‘wheel” energy instead of
having to buy it on the open market.
So Auroville will first have to fulfil the
conditions to apply for wheeling.
Once that is done and wind energy
wheeling is permitted, applying for

load -shedding exemption becomes
feasible. The wheeling of wind energy
and the local production of solar ener-
gy in Auroville will help us realise the
goal of Auroville using only renew-
able electrical energy.”

Solar

Auroville has more than 500kW of
solar photovoltaic panels installed.
“There are two types of solar systems,”
explains Toine. “There are the stand-
alone systems, where solar panels are
connected to batteries. The electricity
from the batteries is fed into the house
electrical network using a stand-alone
mverter. The advantage of this system
1s that it is grid-independent while the
disadvantages are the costly and envi-
ronmentally unfriendly batteries that
have to be replaced every 5-7 years and
the inefficiency of the system: the
inverter uses a lot of energy itself, and
there is much loss in the charging and
discharging of the batteries.

“The other option is that of a grid-
connected solar systems. These sys-
tems are more efficient, less expensive
and require no battery. But these sys-
tems only work when the grid is avail-
able or when they can operate in paral-
lel with a diesel-generator backup.
This system is used by Auroville’s
larger users, such as the Town Hall,
(10 kW), the Matrimandir, which will
expand its existing 36kW stand-alone
solar power plant with a grid-interac-
tive 15 kW, and Maroma (10kW).
Others are in the pipeline.

“In this system, whenever the sun
shines, the electricity generated by the
solar cells is fed directly into the build-
ing loads with the surplus, if any,
being exported to the grid and the
shortfall coming from the grid. If the
sun shines but the grid fails, the diesel
generator is started, and the solar grid
inverter works in parallel with the
diesel generator, thereby reducing the
consumption of diesel.”

A new development is that Tamil
Nadu now allows grid-interactive
rooftop solar systems with net-metering
whereby the energy exported to the grid
is deducted from the energy drawn

from the grid in the energy bill. This is
quite common in many countries in the
world, but before was not permitted in
Tamil Nadu. “Auroville contributed to
this new development by successfully
doing two grid-connected rooftop solar
projects last year in cooperation with

the Tamil Nadu Government and the . -

Tamil Nadu Electricity Board. The next
step in this journey is to get a feed-in
tariff mechanism for rooftop solar since
net-metering does not make solar PV
projects economically viable with the
present electricity tariff structure,” says
Toine.

But for grid connected systems
also, some battery storage will continue
to be necessary with the present grid
conditions. “For the next 5 —10 years or
so, India will need hybrid systems,
where a solar system can feed energy
directly into the loads and the grid, but
also feed a few batteries for some stand-
by storage,” says Toine. He warns that
Auroville’s existing stand-alone sys-
tems cannot be used for grid import and
export and net-metering. “It’s an invert-
er issue,” he says. “Grid interactive
inverters are different from stand-alone
inverters. There is an interesting oppor-
tunity here for inverter designers and
manufacturers to develop a hybrid sys-
tem (stand-alone plus grid-interactive)
that is efficient and cost effective.”

Pumped hydro storage

Another option to stabilise power
supply is that of pumped hydro storage
(PHS). The concept was introduced to
Auroville for the first time in in a
general meeting in January 2012 [see
AVToday #271, February 2012] , in
connection with the Matrimandir
Lake. “In Europe PHS systems are a
common feature. During the night, sur-
plus grid power is used to pump water
from a low reservoir to a reservoir on
top of a hill. In peak demand periods,
the water flows back with gravity and
generates power with the help of a
generator,” explains Toine. “These
systems help in maintaining a stable
grid since big power stations cannot be
switched on and off depending on
demand. The Tamil Nadu Electricity

Board (TNEB) too has a PHS system
which is used to help maintain grid sta-
bility during peak hours.

“But in recent years, PHS systems
have a new and even more interesting
usage: they help in stabilising electrici-
ty grids that have a high penetration
from renewable energy sources.
Renewable energy sources like wind
and solar are not firm. They fluctuate
constantly depending on the available
amount of wind or sunlight. Grid oper-
ators typically accept a maximum of
20% renewable energy penetration,
with the remaining 80% coming from
firm but not sustainable sources like
coal and oil. Renewable energy in
excess of 20% tends to destabilise
grids. But as we need to keep on
increasing the renewable energy com-
ponent (ultimately to 100%), grids
need to operate differently. In Tamil
Nadu also, the PHS system will
increasingly be used in combination
with renewable energy. Tamil Nadu
already has an installed wind energy
capacity of 7,000 MW and plans to
have 3,000 MW of solar energy in the
next 3 years. A new 500 MW (4 x 125
MW) PHS system is planned to be set
up near Kundah, in the Nilgiris Hills.

“The pumped storage that is envis-
aged for Auroville should have a double
function: it should allow this enhanced
renewable energy penetration, and so
not only serve Auroville but also the
region by helping to balance the grid. It
should also serve as a buffer, a backup
for a few hours in emergencies.

From the environmental point of
view, PHS is as important as renew-
able energy sourcing. For storage is
the main challenge in the transition
from fossil fuels to renewable energy.
Auroville’s present individual backup
systems with inverters, batteries and
diesel generators are not sustainable
and highly inefficient. A PHS would
give Auroville the option of a collec-
tive power back-up which is environ-
mentally friendly, economically
viable and thereby substantially
reduces the dependence on battery
storage and diesel consumption.”

In conversation with Carel
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PROEILE

ne reason we organized the exhibition

was we wanted to give credit to the

people who had worked so hard to

clear up Auroville after the cyclone.

People have almost forgotten how it
was, which i1s why part of the exhibition is photos of
the destruction wrought by the cyclone.

We also wanted to show what happened to all
that fallen wood; that we have taken care of it and
stored it carefully in preparation for the next stage.
The exhibition was also a kind of personal thing for
me because the cyclone brought a big change in my
life. I’ve always loved wood and worked a lot with
it, but I never imagined that it would be my focus in
Auroville. However, after the cyclone, the Land and
Resource Management team were suffocated by the
work. They only had the energy to collect the wood,
there didn’t seem to be anybody taking responsibili-
ty for storing it and processing it. So I asked my
close friend, Uma, “Who will take care of all this
wood?” and she said “You”! I thought “OK.” Given
my relationship to wood it was probably destined
that I should go in that direction.

Actually, T want to include everybody who
wants to work with wood in this operation. So Erisa
will look after the design workshop, and a lot of the
production will be done by Ricardo. He has just
doubled the size of his workshop and we will put in
some modern machinery.

Torkil

The title of the exhibition, ‘Destruction and
Creation’, implies that something positive can come
out of a crisis like the cyclone. Actually, the word
‘crisis’ is of Greek origin, and for the Greeks it
meant not only ‘disaster’ but also ‘a time to take
decisions’. And that’s what happens in a crisis, there
is a moment when things that were not possible
before suddenly become possible. People and their
cultures are, for a short period, more plastic, avail-
able to change. The cyclone was like that for
Auroville; it was beautiful to see how people
worked together. The problem is that the window
was open only for a short time and I’'m not sure that
we fully used that opportunity.

But, in another way, we are using it because the
exhibition showed that the fallen wood has immense
beauty and that beautiful things can be made out of
it, like tables and musical instruments. It can even be
a sculpture. I have a very beautiful log of vengai
wood with a three metre slot or scar, where the tree
was wounded and almost managed to heal itself. So
my idea is to put it up on a wall with a very strong
light behind it. The title that came to me is, ‘Light
peeping through the veil of ‘Reality’.

But our main focus now is to make furniture out
of this wood. Before the cyclone, Upasana was
developing this concept of ‘conscious living’, and
the first conscious living shop, Janaki, was put up in
Mysore. I had made a lot of furniture in Denmark,
where [ had a big workshop, so Marc and I designed
furniture for the shop. It came out quite well, but the
quality of the wood was a problem. In India it is dif-
ficult to get wood of good quality unless you import
it, and if you’re going to make a sustainable and
environmentally-conscious furniture business you
need a source of wood which is impeccable. This is
difficult to find. Similarly, most of the Indian wood
you find in sawmills has been illegally felled.

And then, suddenly, the cyclone came and we
were surrounded by a lot of wood where we knew
the source and which hadn’t been illegally felled. It
seemed like a message.

X

The creative legacy of Thane

One year after cyclone Thane devastated Auroville, an exhibition was put on in Citadines with the title “Thane - Destruction
and Creation - one year after". It recalled the destruction but also showed beautiful products made out of the fallen wood.
Here Torkil talks about the rationale behind the exhibition, his future plans and what Auroville means to him.

One of the natural form tables

I think we’ve probably cut about 400 tons now,
and everything has been weighed, measured and
carefully stored at CSR. This wood would take up
to two years to dry naturally, but we will speed up
the process by using a drying kiln, which is being
set up close to the local sawmill that we use. We
have ordered the biggest planer in India — more than
one metre wide — which will arrive next week, and

then we can start production very soon. All the
raw processing and planing can happen at CSR, a
lot of the other work will be done in Ricardo’s
workshop, and we may take it back to CSR for
the finishing. Tt is better to use hand skills in the
finishing and machines for the initial basic work.

Some of the designs are already done. We
will have two furniture lines. One, the high-end
line, will keep the natural organic form, like
some of the tables in the exhibition, but we will
also have a more basic line, which will be simple
and multifunctional. Indian furniture tends to be
bulky, with a lot of embellishments — functional-
ity is secondary — but with my Danish back-
ground I favour simple furniture in which func-
tion and form go together.

Climate is a big issue in India if you want to
do traditional joinery because wood is a living
material; it is always shrinking and expanding as
it adapts to the humidity and climate. In our cli-
mate, the balance point for water content in wood
will be around 15%, but it changes seasonally —
more in the hot humid summer and lower in the
colder winter. In an air-conditioned room the
humidity will be below 8%, so if our furniture is
taken out of our workshop into an air-condi-

tioned apartment, the wood starts to shrink immedi-
ately. Any design has to take this into account. This
is why the tables in the exhibition have been
designed very purposefully, avoiding any tradition-
al joinery. The plates, for example, are joined
together by inserting stainless steel rods in the
wood, allowing them to expand and shrink. If we
had done this traditionally, we would have had seri-
ous problems.

The market for good furniture in India is
immense because what is available now is general-
ly expensive and not of good quality. But I'm not
that interested in selling, particularly to rich people
who can buy anything. I design these pieces
because ['m interested in doing them. At the same
time, I think that just concentrating on something
that will please me as an artist is too egotistical. If T
only do high-end pieces and sell it to rich Indians
what purpose am I serving? That’s why I want to
keep a balance by having this basic line that will
benefit more people.

Actually, I've been involved in service, in pro-
jects which have some social relevance and impact,
all my life. For many years I managed the Bestseller
Fund, a foundation set up by the Danish Bestseller
company. We were very interested in preserving
cultural heritage, but we also saw it as a way of alle-
viating poverty. I worked a lot in Africa, Nepal,
China and Tibet but in 2004-5 we started to focus
upon India. One of the first projects was restoring
Tranquebar [see Auroville Today no. 269,
December, 2011]. Through this I met a lot of
Aurovilians.

Auroville attracts me for a number of reasons. I
like working, I have to work, and work here is dif-
ferent because there are so may possibilities and not
so many limitations. In Europe I could do some-
thing similar, but there everything is so organized
you become part of a system. Also, of course,
labour is cheaper here. To make a complicated
bench out of a eucalyptus log, as we are doing now,
would be impossibly expensive in the West.

Of course, I am interested by the social and spir-
itual aspects of Auroville. When I was young I read
all the major philosophers, but while this intellectu-
al approach can create a beautiful construct it is
often not very practical. And when you look at the
private lives of some of these very famous philoso-
phers you often see they were totally hopeless. I had
a similar experience with mathematics. I studied
mathematics because I love the subject, but when 1
observed the people at university who were studying
it I thought, I don’t want to end like that, just creat-
ing an ivory tower for myself.

I was attracted to Taoism but, again, something
was missing. Maybe that’s why I went out into the
world and got involved in development projects. I
found this work satisfying to some degree but 1
always had a wish for something more, to find
another angle on reality. I"'m not searching for a very
personalized divinity — that is difficult for somebody
with my European background — but I believe there
is something larger behind the daily reality. Our
mind has the ability to connect directly with this
complexity, but the logical part of our mind thrives
on simplicity and abhors complexity, which it can-
not analyse, deconstruct or predict. The logical mind
creates a simplified version of the world, which
helps us to survive and navigate, but it becomes a
hindrance when we want to grasp the larger picture.
The logical mind is only a tool, but it is so powerful
a tool that its simplified focus creates a thick “veil’
that for many people becomes the only reality. If
you shift your focus, you can see that this thick layer
is not as strong as you think it is and something else
is peeping through all the time. That’s why I want to
call that piece of vengai sculpture, ‘Light peeping
through the veil of ‘Reality’’.

At the same time, you realize that this apparent
reality is not as ordered, as predictable, as it seems to
be. Complexity has always fascinated me as it gives
a lot of creative possibilities. For example, I've
always been fascinated by the patterns of Muslim
tiles. These patterns are often very complex, but they
all repeat themselves eventually. When I studied
mathematics, we asked ourselves if it is possible to
create a pattern with the highest degree of complexi-
ty which never repeats itself. An American mathe-
matician came up with a solution in 1966. Using
20,426 different tiles he proved that by using his
design you could create something that never
repeats itself.

A lot of mathematicians worked on reducing
this number. Finally, the mathematician Roger
Penrose did the ultimate; he proved that you only
need two different tiles to create a pattern which
never repeats itself. For me this was one of those
divine moments when you see the light behind. To
create complexity is not fascinating in it self, but
what is fascinating is to see that complexity, unpre-
dictability, is embedded in the inner core of every-
thing. You can realize this by just playing with two
simple tiles.

So now my idea is to incorporate non-repeatable
patterns into big doors which I have suggested
designing for the conference room of the new Centre
of Indian Studies. The doors will be Islamic-style
jalis (perforated latticed screens with intricate pat-
terns which allow people to look out through them
without being seen). For me it is deeply symbolic
that you would be able to look out through patterns
of highest complexity and unpredictability in a
building for Indian Studies — one of the most com-
plex of all human cultures.

From an interview by Alan.

For more information contact
torkil. dantzer@gmail.com

4 Auroville Today February 2013




CULTURE

etween 15th —21st December, the ONE ASIA 2012

festival was held in the prestigious Indian

International Centre (I1C) in Delhi. ONE ASIA 2012

featured eminent musicians and dancers from India,

South Korea, Japan, Taiwan and Auroville. There
were also film shows, a Kabir Satsang, Kolam and calligraphy
workshops, and a major calligraphy exhibition titled “Ek Sutra” (a
collaboration with Qalamkaari Creative Calligraphy Trust, Delhi)
featuring the work of 20 calligraphers from India, South Korea,
Taiwan, Japan, Iran, France, Germany and Mongolia. Aurovilians
Jyoti, Dharmesh and Adil took part in this exhibition while Grace
and Savitri presented contemporary dance.

The organizer and inspiration behind ONE ASIA 2012 is
Aurovilian Jyoti Naoki Eri, who also organized the first ONE
ASIA event in Auroville in 2010. Auroville Today asked him
about the purpose of these events, their impact and more broad-
ly, the significance of the recent influx of people from Eastern
Asia into the community.

How did the ONE ASIA events come about?

I was born into an artistic family, so it is natural that wherev-
er I live 1 am always attracted to the field of art and culture.
When I started living in Auroville I began organizing small cul-
tural events. Around 2010, within a very short time I got to know
many masters from different parts of Asia — painters, dancers,
martial arts masters and tea masters — and it was like a message. I
felt inspired to do something with all these connections since
they were also inspired by the vision of Auroville.

This led to me to organize the first ONE ASIA event in
Auroville. It was quite a challenging experience, but the feedback
was very encouraging, so I felt that I was going in the right direc-
tion. This, I felt, is what I could contribute to Auroville.

However, I wasn’t sure about organizing another big event
because it had been quite exhausting. But at the end 0of 2011 I had
another inspirational moment and began to consider organizing a
second ONE ASIA event. I mentioned it to Aster, and she told me
to present the idea to Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan, who is a former
member of the Governing Board and trustee of the India
International Centre in Delhi, one of the premier cultural centres
of India. She liked the idea and immediately said I should do the
event at the IIC. I said “yes’, not realizing what [ was taking on; I
had never organized an event outside of Auroville before.

However, I received a lot of support from Aurovilians and
from contacts I made at a calligraphy exhibition in Delhi in
which I participated at the beginning of 2012. T also received
very valuable support from Dr. Karan Singh who, I learned, had
worked for many years to bring unity among Asian countries.
When 1 told him I had the same dream he simply said, “Do it.”
This was a very strong motivation.

The Delhi organizing team formed very fast. I also made con-
tacts with many artists in India and in other countries. They were
all inspired by the idea of the ONE ASIA project, and didn’t want
any payment, just travel expenses and accommodation.

"ONE ASIA Banyan orchestra”: artists from India; Japan, Korea and Taiwan
under the Banyan tree in Mirambika School, New Delhi

What is the idea behind the ONE ASIA event?

I have always been very inspired by Sri Aurobindo’s remark
that unity in Asia will contribute to the unity of the world. One of
his dreams (expressed in his *“Five Dreams” speech of 15th August
1947) was for the “resurgence and liberation of Asia and her return
to the great role which she has played in the progress of human
civilization™,

The ONE ASIA project started in Auroville in 2010 with the
aim of presenting Asia’s cultural richness and profound spiritual-
ity to the world. I also felt that Auroville had been missing the
energy of the Far East, and this was a chance to present that miss-
ing piece to the community for the sake of balance and harmony.
The overall idea behind ONE ASIA 2012 was to explore and
express human unity, oneness, through the process of inner dis-
covery. Artists are more in touch with this inner dimension, and
particularly artists from Asia because the traditional arts of Asia
are rooted in an awareness of inherent oneness.

I think most of the participating artists recognized and knew

this, but through the encounters with each other they were able to
deepen that understanding. For example, there was a moment
when the artists from different Asian countries came together at
the Sri Aurobindo Ashram School in Delhi. They all came from
different musical traditions — Baul music, Chinese traditional
music, Korean shamanic music and Japanese dance — but, at a cer-
tain moment, spontaneously, they began to play together under a
Banyan tree at the centre of the Ashram school. It was wonderful,
as if they had been rehearsing for months. At that moment it all
made sense: “This,” I thought, “is what One Asia is all about.”

In fact, a very important aspect of the ONE ASIA 2012 event
was that it was like an artists’ camp, a place where the artists
would naturally get inspired by the encounters with each other. In
this respect, the event was a big success. All the artists went back
to their homes very happy and with new insights. For example, we
had a Mongolian calligrapher. She had a very beautiful presence,
but I sensed she didn’t recognize she is part of such an important
culture. But through the artistic exchanges and the appreciation
she received, I think she began to value her own culture.
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Was the ONE ASIA 2012 event successful in other ways?

I wanted people who came to the event to be presented with a
question — “Look at this and what do you feel? If you are inspired,
we can do something together.” The response was very good.

One other thing I was very happy about is that the event was
supported by government institutions like the Indian Council for
Cultural Relations (ICCR), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
Japan, the Korean Cultural Centre, India, and the Taipei
Economic and Cultural Centre, Delhi. I hadn’t expected that gov-
ernments would accept the concept of focusing upon Asia rather
than their own countries so, for me, this was one of the main
achievements of this event; to bring these governmental institutes
together in the interest of a larger unity.

This could be of importance to Auroville as such events can
open a door — through them we can invite governments or indi-
viduals to assist in the development of the International Zone. So
ONE ASIA is not just a cultural event; it has to be a channel
between Auroville and other parts of Asia and the world.

Regarding Auroville’s connection to the larger world, recently
more people from the Far East have come to live here. What do
you think this brings to the community?

During the ONE ASIA 2012 event, when an artist faced a diffi-
culty they didn’t blame anything external like the organization; they
just went within and found their own solution. This is a very Asian
response. So this is one of the ways I think we can contribute a lot to
Auroville. It’s a completely different way of contributing from, say,
the Western way. It’s about listening more, it’s less conflictual. We
can transform situations inwardly, not only through speech.

Auroville reflects the larger world trends, and now that the
Asian countries are contributing much more to the world I think
the same will happen in Auroville. Asians should express their
own culture but in a universal way instead of becoming narrowly
nationalistic. Auroville is a very good place for this kind of exper-
iment. Even though I have a Japanese background, I recognise I
am being changed by being part of Auroville’s cultural mix.

What are the future plans regarding ONE ASIA?

Putting together ONE ASIA 2010 was a huge challenge for
me, but for the 2012 event there was always a sense of grace and
blessing. There are two government proposals for the next ONE
ASIA event. One is to hold the event in Jakarta, Indonesia in 2013,
but I think it is more realistic to plan for Taipei, Taiwan in 2014 as
the preparation takes a lot of time and energy.

One big difficulty I always had is with fundraising, so for the
next ONE ASIA event the financial aspect has to be in place before-
hand. Often, when we are talking about spirituality or culture, this
aspect is ignored, but it is also part of achieving human unity.

From an interview by Alan

More information at www.oneasiaproject.org
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