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The beaches in crisis!

“The disappearing beach dilemma” was the
title of an article in the November, 2002 issue
of Auroville Today. In it Aurofilio Schiavina, who
has studied coastal management, warned of
the imminent loss of Auroville's beaches due to
“unsustainable development practices in
Puducherry”.

e was referring to the construction of two long break-

waters to the south of Puducherry town in the late

1980s as part of a new port development. These

breakwaters had blocked the sea’s natural transport

of sand up and down the coast (known as ‘littoral
drift’), causing a massive build-up of sand to the south of these
structures and fierce erosion of the beaches to the north. In 2002,
the writing was already on the wall. In little more than a decade
Puducherry had lost its beach and villages to the immediate north
were losing theirs. The Auroville beaches, Filio warned, “face the
prospect either of being washed away or needing protection by
massive seawalls to prevent an erosion disaster”.

In addition to their recreational benefits, beaches are an
essential part of the coastal ecosystem. A substantial beach is a
valuable protection against storms and tsunamis and it prevents
seawater intrusion into coastal aquifers. To counteract the ero-
sion, Filio and other concerned individuals persuaded the
Puducherry Government in 2002 to resume dredging of the har-
bour mouth at Puducherry and to undertake sand replenishment
activities at the affected sites. “As a result, some beaches started
to reappear in Puducherry, but because sand nourishment was
undertaken only sporadically and not to its full requirement, the
erosion could not be fully controlled. At the same time they also
convinced the Puducherry Government to shelve the project of
constructing a ‘groyne field’ (a series of seawalls built perpen-
dicular to the shore, projecting seawards for about 100-150 m in
length (see box) in front of the Puducherry seafront. Such a

groyne field would have meant transferring the problem ofero-

sion to the Tamil Nadu coastline to the north and the onset of
massive and accelerated erosion along the Auroville beaches.

“Then in 2004 the tsunami hit this coastline and the whole sit-
uation went out of control. Subsequently the Government started
talking of shoreline protection and large sums of money were made
available for constructing and strengthening seawalls. The whole
situation was so ‘emotional’ during that period that it was not pos-
sible to have a reasonable dialogue with the Government agencies
to take up environmentally-sound coastal protection measures.

Getting worse

“So the Puducherry seawall was extended, causing the erosion
to move north to villages in Tamil Nadu. As these villagers” homes
were washed away by the intruding sea, they sought the interven-
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The sea has gouged out a vertical section of the beach in the village of Soudanaikuppam south of Auroville.
The village is now protected by groynes on either side.

tion of the Tamil Nadu Government. Instead of addressing the root
cause of the problem — the blocking of littoral drift by the breakwa-
ters at the Puducherry port — the Tamil Nadu government also built
seawalls. However, because seawalls do not help retain sand but
only protect the land from further erosion, the fishermen lost their
beaches — where they park their boats, repair their nets, and dry the
fish — as well as their access to the sea.

“Thus the livelihood of these communities was severely affect-
ed and they wanted their beaches back. The authorities, once again,
failed to tackle the root cause of the problem. Instead, they now
started to build groynes in an effort to retain some sand. But the
construction of seawalls and groynes accelerated the rate of erosion
further north and more villages were severely affected. Several
homes even disappeared into the sea.

The breakwaters south of Puducherry that protect the Puducherry harbour. They have created a wide beautiful beach to

“The first groynes were small, but this April much longer
groynes were built on either side of Thandirayankuppam village.
For the beaches and communities north of Thandirayankuppam the
construction of such long groynes are a disaster because they have
started a whole new cycle of accelerated erosion in places like the
Auroville beach community of Quiet (see accompanying article).
Meanwhile, the three shorter groynes built in Kottakuppam closer
to Puducherry are being lengthened, which will accelerate and
extend even further the erosion to the north.

“Today, sand erosion affects about 25 kilometres of the
coast to the north of Puducherry and has severely damaged a 7
kilometre stretch. The erosion is moving northwards at about
350 metres a year.”

The new port project

Can things possibly get worse? Filio says they can. “For now
the Government of Puducherry is planning a big expansion of the
port — ten times the size of the existing harbour — which will
include constructing a new breakwater 2.5 kilometres long to cre-
ate a large harbour.” While the Environmental Impact Assessment
report concerning the proposed new port development states that
“the proposed development of the new port will not cause the cur-
rent situation to worsen”, Filio is skeptical. “Chennai, which has
similar coastal geomorphological features to the Puducherry coast-
line, has a harbour similar to that proposed in Puducherry. By com-
paring the huge erosion the Madras harbour has caused to its near-
by northern coastline, one can anticipate what is in store for the
beaches to the north of Puducherry if such a harbour is built.”

Recently, the environmental magazine Down to Earth featured
the proposed new Puducherry port development plan. The lead arti-
cle, which was highly critical of the project, concluded that “The
construction about two decades ago of the commercial harbour and
breakwaters south of Puducherry was the beginning of the end for
the beaches that dotted the coast of Puducherry and Tamil Nadu.
The new port promises to finish the job comprehensively.”

What can be done?

Filio is very clear. “The proposed port development should be
dropped. Full-time dredging at the existing Puducherry harbour
and sand replenishment activities at the affected beaches to the
north should be resumed immediately. The construction of groynes

the south, but have led to loss of entire beaches and even parts of coastal villages to the north. should be stopped. (continued on page 2)
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Only essential and temporary coastal protection measures to
prevent people’s homes from getting washed away should be
adopted. At the same time, a study of this coastline should be
undertaken and short-term and long-term coastal management
measures should be established.”

The best coastal protection measure is a healthy coastal
ecosystem, notes Filio. “Our coastline here is characterized by
dunes and estuaries. Dunes are a very effective barrier and they
also serve as temporary reserves of sand. But for dunes to exist
you also need certain types of vegetation on them. So a healthy
dune ecosystem will have dunes as well as vegetation. Where
you have estuaries you have mangroves and mangroves also
offer protection and stabilization of the coastline. The problems
start when we interfere with these ecosystems and we upset the
equilibrium that nature has established over millennia.”

This is precisely what is happening at present, and it is
typical of what is happening elsewhere in India and in
many other parts of the world. “While it is true that one
cannot stop development and development is bound to
have some impact on the environment,” observes Filio, “in

Photos of the beach hut outside Quiet taken within a span of 7 days.
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cases like this, it is the non-implementation of mitigation
measures that aggravate the problem.”

Will there be action?

How optimistic is Filio that the political will exists to
resolve the problem of coastal erosion in this area? “Local
communities in Tamil Nadu that are already facing the
problems of coastal erosion have passed resolutions
demanding that the proposed port project be dropped and
that sand nourishment activities be started immediately.
However, the political will to solve this problem is totally
absent, mostly due to lack of awareness. Moreover, as the
Down To Earth article made clear, the interest in the real
estate development attached to the port project is overrid-
ing all environmental considerations. So perhaps the only
hope is that the judiciary might force the politicians to
change their course of action. In fact, a few civic groups
are already preparing to take the Puducherry government
to court, alleging negligence over their failure to resume
sand dredging operations.”

Alan

 April 2007

he Quiet community, with its Quiet Healing Centre, is
the closest Auroville beach community to Puducherry.
The residents had noticed that the beach had been dis-
appearing over the past years, but erosion has dramati-
cally accelerated since April when a groyne was built
extending 120 metres into the sea just south of the community.
This, the fifth groyne to be constructed to the north of
Puducherry, was built by the Public Works Department of the Tamil

/ GROYNES \

The long groyne south of Quiet.

A groyne is a rigid structure built out from the shore which
interrupts the flow of water and sediment. The purpose of a
groyne is to create and maintain a healthy beach on its updrift
side, which in turn provides protection to the land behind.
These effects are achieved through two main processes. First,
groynes act as a barrier to physically stop sediment transport in
the direction of longshore transport through the system. This
causes a build-up of the beach on the groyne’s updrift side.
Secondly, groynes interrupt the tidal flow forcing the tidal cur-
rent further offshore beyond the groyne end. This slows the
tidal current inshore causing the deposition of heavier sedi-
ments and encouraging the beach to grow in size.

However, this is often accompanied by accelerated ero-
sion of the downdrift beach, known as terminal groyne syn-
drome, as it occurs after the terminal groyne which receives
little or no sand via longshore transport. If a groyne is cor-
rectly designed, then the amount of material it can hold will
be limited, and excess sediment will be free to move on
through the system. However, if a groyne is too large it may
trap all sediment reaching it and this can cause severe beach
erosion problems on the down-drift side, which in turn can
result in coastal erosion problems.

(Courtesy Wikipedia) /
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Erosion caused to the north of the groyne nearby Quiet. The bush has meanwhile disappeared into the sea.

Nadu Government to protect Thandirayankuppam village which was
disappearing into the sea. “Each year until October, the sand is erod-
ed but then the current changes for three months and sand is deposit-
ed again”, explains Quiet resident, Appie. “But we’ve never had this
scale of erosion before. We’ve lost almost twenty metres of beach
since April, 2006, one and a half metres in the past week alone. At the
last full moon the high tide the sea came up to the comer of our fence
for the first time.”

It’s not difficult to see what she’s referring to. Looking south, one
can see that the sea has already taken a substantial bite out of the beach:
the most aggressive erosion appears to be taking place right next to the
wall of the new groyne. The beach used to slope gently down into the
sea. Now there is a steep shelf at the water’s edge. The water near the
shore is fringed with red, indicating that the red mud that had been
washed down over the years from inland canyons is now being exposed
as the covering sand is scoured away.

In June, three members of the National Institute of Ocean
Technology (NIOT) came to study the situation at Quiet. Subsequently
they made an Initial Assessment Report in which they stated that “the
shoreline erosion is a result of construction of groynes along the
Pondicherry coast for shore stabilization™. Concerning the construction
of these groynes, they observed that “there is no tapering of the groynes
as is normally required to avoid abrupt change to the shoreline”.

Confirming that there was “significant erosion” of Quiet beach,
they suggested that two steps should be taken to remedy the situation.
“The first step would be to [...] use sandbag revetments to protect the
coastline up to November when littoral drift reversal is expected to
occur. At the same time, the Auroville Foundation is encouraged to
seek assistance from the local authorities to minimize the beach [ero-
sion] immediately north of the groyne [by replenishing it] with at least
half a million cubic metres of sand.

“For the longer term solution, NIOT shall work out a conceptual
coastal protection solution with the objective of:

1. absorbing the energy of the waves approaching the shoreline
using environmental- friendly coastal protection measures

2. Protecting the present shoreline in the long term by beach nour-
ishment and gabions.” [Gabions are cylindrical baskets filled with earth
or stones and used for fortification.]

NIOT is willing to provide funding for trials using environmental-
ly-friendly low-cost materials to stabilize the shoreline. One idea is to
construct a barrage in the sea using waste tyres. (The Indian tyre manu-
facturer MRF has already donated 300 waste tyres and is willing to
donate more to protect 250 metres of coastline.) Dr. Rauf Ali, an
Aurovilian who is an ecologist and trustee of the Foundation for

Ecological Research Advocacy and Learning, points out that such a
barrage would break the force of the waves while allowing sand to wash
over. “It’s already been tried with success in the Andamans.”

NIOT says the Auroville Foundation should contact the local
authorities to get permission for building the barrage and for ensuring
that the sand is replenished. There are two ways of doing this. The first
is to bring sand equivalent to several years loss at one time. “This is
known as ‘capital dredging’,” Rauf explains. “It will involve dredging
sand at some other location (perhaps south of Puducherry) and dump-
ing it offshore off Quiet and other affected areas. One estimate is that 6
million tonnes of sand (equivalent to about one million lorries of sand)
might be required. The second method, known as ‘replenishment
dredging’, is what NIOT suggests for the moment. In this, beach nour-
ishment is done every year to replace the sand lost in that year — in this
case, it is estimated to be half'a million cubic metres.”

The Secretary of the Auroville Foundation has meanwhile taken
the matter up, for if * nothing is done, Quiet may have lost its beach by
the end of the year.” And next year the boundary wall and the first row
of houses might also get washed away.

As to other Auroville beach communities to the north, Pavitra, a
resident of Repos, notes that his community has not yet experienced
catastrophic erosion on the scale of Quiet, but that the beach has defi-
nitely shrunk over recent years. Filio points out that Repos, which is
about 1.5 kilometres north of Quiet, has lost its offshore sandbars and
underwater sand shelves which used to protect the beach from erosion.
He also notes that the beach drops more steeply into the sea now, that
the grains of sand are coarser, that the underlying clay is getting
revealed, and that the salinity of the groundwater is increasing — “all of
which indicates that erosion is well underway here, too.”

Alan

It’s an ill wind... \

Puducherry’s loss is Cuddalore’s gain. While the breakwaters
of Puducherry port are starving the northern coast of sand,
they are causing sand to accumulate to the south. Cuddalore,
about 10 kilometres to the south of Puducherry, now has a
much bigger beach. In fact, recently they held their first beach
festival.

It’s not well-known that even the famous Marina Beach in
Chennai is the result of the British building a harbour and

\breakwater to the north in the late 19th century. -_/




HEALTH!
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Auroville Health Centre goes IT

The Auroville Health Centre’'s new telemedicine service
for patients with mental disorders is the first iIn

Puducherry.

elemedicine — ‘medicine

from a distance’ — is a way

by which patients living in

remote rtural areas have

access to a “virtual’ doctor
or a specialist. Consultation happens
through phones and a two-way video
screen. All that is required is an ISDN
line and a video monitor.

On 22nd May, the Telemedicine
videoconferencing service was inaugu-
rated at the Auroville Health Centre
(AVHC). Eleven patients from nearby
villages showed up on opening day.
They consulted with their doctors at the
Schizophrenia Research Foundation
(SCARF) in Chennai over a video-
phone, describing their complaints and
receiving appropriate advice.

For the first time in South India,
telemedicine has come to the aid of peo-
ple with mental illness. The telemedi-
cine project, a brainchild of the SCARF
Foundation and funded by Deutsche
Bank, came into effect after the tsunami
of 2004, when it was realized that large
numbers of people were traumatized by

the disaster. Telemedicine seemed the
best way to assist and follow-up on
these individuals without involving
huge infrastructure costs.

The AVHC established contact
with SCARF to evaluate and monitor
patients with mental disorders from the
surrounding villages. For two years, the
doctors from SCARF visited the Health
Centre and provided free consultation to
up to 24 patients once a month. Many of
these patients had been on erratic treat-
ment from the local government hospi-
tals, and some had no medical care
since their families were unable or
unwilling to pursue life-long treatment.
Transport and medication was free —
AVHC provided transportation for the
patients, while the cost of medicines,
some fairly expensive, was shared
between SCARF and AVHC.

Early this year, this arrangement
came to an end due to issues of time
from SCARF’s busy doctors, and
from a financial crunch faced by the
AVHC. This was when the idea of
telemedicine was suggested.

AUROVILLE FOUNDATION e

Visa policy clarified

he Secretary of the Auroville Foundation, Mr. M. Ramaswamy, clari-
fied in Auroville’s internal newsletter that he will normally follow the
recommendations of the Entry Service to recommend the issuance of
visas to foreigners to live in Auroville. In case the Secretary disagrees
with the recommendation of the Entry Service, he will dialogue with
the Entry Service and the Working Committee. Adequate opportunity will also be
given to the person concerned to put forth his viewpoint. If after these procedures,
there is still disagreement between the Working Committee and the Foundation,

~ the particular case will be submitted to the Chairman for his finat decision.

The Secretary stated that cases of rejection are very rare and these cases only
occur when an Aurovilian commits a serious offence which is punishable under the
Indian Penal Code. If such a person is convicted by an Indian Court, they have to
leave Auroville regardless of whether they are an Indian or Foreigner. In the case
of an Indian they would be sent out of Auroville, and in case of a Foreigner their
visa would be cancelled and they would be deported to their place of origin. In
these cases also adequate opportunity will be given to the concerned individuals to
explain their view before a decision is taken. These matters will be decided by the

Chairman and not by the Secretary.

SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH —

Employees’ survey

" The design and planning for the second Auroville
Employees Survey in 2008 has taken off.

n 2000, the first socio-economic survey of Auroville employees was
conducted with the aim of finding out what the impact of Auroville is
upon the lives and livelihoods of its employees, their families and their
communities. The survey was done in coordination with Auroville’s
Small Employees Welfare Association (SEWA), Auroville Social
Research Centre (SRC) and the University of Pondicherry (Head, Dept of
Sociology). Funding was provided by the Dutch Foundation, Stitching de

Zaaier.

The team had envisaged that such surveys would be carried out every
seven years to re-evaluate the impact and compare the changes and trends.

Recently, SEWA and SRC have announced that the second survey will
begin in early 2008. The work may be done in association with external
agencies like social work departments of colleges or research institutions
in Chennai. In this survey, there will be an effort to get maximum internal
funding from within Auroville, to make this a more Auroville-endorsed
exercise. Simultaneously, a small core team is being formed to represent

different interests of Auroville.

While many of the socio-economic parameters will be compared over the
seven year period, the next survey will have a greater emphasis on certain crit-
ical areas. These will include the status of women, youth, and the status of chil-
dren with respect to health, education, and recreation.

The outcome of the first Auroville Employee survey in 2000 was an
overview of the employee’s life, including knowledge about the distribution of
the workforce by village, gender, and caste. Employees also shared their per-
sonal impressions on Auroville. Information from the survey of 2008 will be
used to create better awareness of economic and financial literacy, health, san-
itation and hygiene issued by strengthening educational efforts and outreach.

The results of the survey could also throw light upon the concepts of co-
evolution and the realisation of human unity as envisaged by the Mother in the

context of a day-to-day reality.

For further information,

please contact

SEWA or SRC at

sewa@auroville.org.in or src@auroville.org.in respectively.

The staff at the Auroville Health
Centre is quite proud of this achieve-
ment. As for the patients themselves,
they have become quickly used to the
idea of speaking over a phone and see-

e T —————

A telemedical consultation in progress at the Auroville Health Centre.
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ing the ‘doctor-on-screen’. While a few
were intimidated by the video monitor in
their first encounter, the subsequent ses-
sion in June has been quite positive.
Dr.Uma

Unity Fund troubles

The co-signing of cheques by the Secretary continues to

be blocked.
s it legally necessary for the
Secretary of the Auroville

Foundation to be a co-signatory
to all bank transactions of the
Auroville Unity Fund? The mat-

——ter has been-hotly-disputed-ever since

the Secretary issued an Office Order to
that extent. [see the article More ‘gov-
ernment’ control? in the June-July
2007 issue of AVToday]. The Office
Order, which is based on a decision of
the Finance Committee, a subcommit-
tee of the Governing Board, was reject-
ed by a General Meeting of May 6th,
2007. Since then, the Unity Fund has
effectively been blocked.

A recent legal opinion obtained by
the Working Committee states that
only the Governing Board of the
Foundation, not one of its sub-commit-
tees, has the power to instruct the
Secretary to issue office orders.
Therefore the contested Office Order
lacks sufficient basis. The legal posi-
tion of the Unity Fund is therefore
based on an earlier Office Order issued
in March 31, 2006, which explicitly
states that the executives shall manage
the unit, which includes the issuing of
cheques.

It is another question if the Board
has the power to unilaterally change an
agreement between itself and the
Residents’ Assembly. The Unity Fund

came into existence after the relevant
proposal of the Residents’ Assembly
was approved and accepted by the
Board in March 2006. If the Board had
made its acceptance conditional on a

—compulsory —co-signing by the

Secretary, the Unity Fund would most
probably never have come into exis-
tence.

It has been argued that the Board,
on the basis of the stipulations of the
Auroville Foundation Act, has the pow-
ers to impose its views. This, certainly,
is correct. But this was never the inten-
tion behind the Auroville Foundation
Act. Human Resource Development
Minister P. Shiv Shankar, put it as fol-
lows when he introduced the Auroville
Foundation Bill in Parliament in 1988:
“As far as the day-to-day activities are
concerned, they will be looked after by
the residents through appropriate
autonomous arrangements, which will
include Residents’ Assembly and its
Working Committee. The idea underly-
ing this arrangement is that the resi-
dents of Auroville should have autono-
my so that activities of Auroville can
grow under an atmosphere conducive
to harmonious growth.”

The issue will be on the agenda of
the next meeting of the Governing
Board, scheduled for the end of August.

Carel

Lighting the roads

t the initiative of the Secretary
of the Auroville Foundation,
Mr. M. Ramaswamy LA.S.,
and with funding of the
India,
Auroville’s roads are slowly being illuminat-

Government of

ed at night-time.

Auroville’s unit AuroRe has taken up the
task of installing the 40 solar-charged street
lamps at various locations in Auroville at the
costs of about Rs 12 lakhs. “We’re doing the
work at cost-price,” says Hemant, executive
of AuroRe. In addition, two regular street
lights powered off the grid have been installed
at the Certitude junction and at the entrance to

Auroville on the East-Coast Road.

For the Secretary, this is one more step
towards building the city and providing safety

on the roads of Auroville.

4

Auroville’s new solar street lamp

In brief

Visit of President of
Mauritius

On July 1st, the President of the
Republic of Mauritius, Sir
Aneerood Jugnauth, and Lady
Sarojini Jugnauth visited the
Matrimandir. This is the second
time in Auroville's history that a
Head of State has made a visit.

Foundation A -

In its interaction in April on the
topic of the Unity Fund with Dr.
Karan Singh, the Chairman of the
Governing Board of the Auroville
Foundation, the members of the
Working Committee observed
that the Auroville Foundation
Act needs to be amended to
ensure that the autonomy that
was promised to the Aurovilians
can be duly exercised. Dr. Karan
Singh has meanwhile requested
detailed proposals and asked the
Working Committee to initiate
discussions.

Land situation

Issues of land exchange and pur-
chase the lands within the city
area and elsewhere were the
topic of a two-day workshop at
the Town Hall. It addressed the
assumptions held regarding land
consolidation and the various
strategies to achieve them.

Puducherry land
sche

The Chairman and the Secretary
of the Auroville Foundation have
successfully  requested  the
Puducherry government to cancel
their proposed land acquisition of
parts of Sri Ma and Eternity com-
munities on the beach for tsuna-

et

. mi-affected people.
Formia for New
Creation

On June 9th, 2007, Auroville
. International Italy, in collabora-

tion with the Council of the city
of Formia, organized an event to
. collect funds for the New
 Creation  Bi-lingual  School
{ﬁ: (NCBLS). Hosted at the Archivio
| Storico of the Town Hall, the
. event was preceded by an hour-
_ long live broadcast on local
~ Radio Formia and drew over 150
- donors. A total of Euro 2,200 (Rs
© 1.2 lakhs) was raised, Now the
- town council is preparing to
- make a large donation to NCBLS.

| Part of Auroville?
* In order to prevent creating the
~ impression that units are inde-
. pendent of the Auroville
~ Foundation, the Secretary of the
" Auroville  Foundation has
* requested all units and trusts of
- Auroville to explicitly state that
- they are a unit or trust of
Auroville by putting the name of
. Auroville on all their stationary.
- Work discipline

. The Secretary of the Auroville
. Foundation has requested essen-
. tial ‘municipal’ services to be
- staffed 8 hours a day instead of
- 5 hours as has been customary.
- This will ensure that services
lH such as the Residents' Service,
- Working Committee, Auroville
© Council, L'Avenir d'Auroville,
. Electrical Service, Water Service,
. and Telephone Service can be
* reached throughout the day.

" Run the spiral

- To celebrate Auroville’s 40th

- birthday, AV Runners is organiz-

| ing a marathon open to all on

. February 16th, 2008. E-mail

. jothi@aurovifle.org.in to register
for participation.
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Sri Aurobindo statue for Auroville

On the occasion of the 40th birth anniversary of Auroville, the Governing Board of the Auroville Foundation will unveil a statue of Sri Aurobindo in Auroville.

i Aurobindo’s statue will be anoth-

er bronze cast of the one already

installed in the Parliament House,

New Delhi, and in the Sri

Aurobindo Bhavan in Kolkata
(Calcutta). The one in Delhi was unveiled in
August 2006 by Shri Bhairon Singh
Shekhawat, the Vice President of India, and
Shri Somnath Chatterjee, the Speaker of the
Lok Sabha, India’s lower House of
Parliament. The occasion was graced by the
presence of many ministers and parliamentari-
ans, both from the ruling coalition as well as
from the opposition.

As might have been expected, the decision
of the Board to have an identical statue in
Auroville didn’t go unchallenged. Soon after
the announcement, Auroville’s internal web-
site bristled with comments. Remarkably
absent, however, were any objections to the
principle of having a statue of Sri Aurobindo.
There was criticism that this particular statue
“doesn’t capture the spirit or personality of Sri
Aurobindo™; “that it is not good enough for
Auroville, due to its colour and overly Greek
appearance,” and that “the general impression
is weighty, like Socrates, and not very deli-
cate, with a dhoti which is much too heavy.”
And there was frustration that opportunity
hadn’t been given to an Auroville artist to
make a bust or statue, preferable in spotless
white marble.

One criticism, borne of equal veneration,
was of having Sri Aurobindo’s statue standing
in the open. What about the bird droppings?
And do we really want a rickety fire-escape
kind of steel stairs built next to him for gar-
landing politicians to climb — as is the case
with statues of politicians all over India?

Auroville Today researched files of the
Ashram Archives to find what Sri Aurobindo
and The Mother had to say about statues —and
about relics. The pickings were thin, but the
few we found were amazingly rich. We also
discovered that there is quite an abundance of
busts and statues of Sri Aurobindo, and that
small statuettes are now even on sale on the
street corners of Pondicherry. All these are
based on the few photographs of Sri
Aurobindo that exist: some of the young Sri
Aurobindo gazing into the future — the photo
which The Mother felt would be the beginning
of the legend” — but most on Henri Cartier
Bresson’s photos, taken in April 1950.

Here we present two conversations of The
Mother with Satprem. One is on the inner force
and presence of statues. The other one is on plac-
ing statues in the open air.

The inner force and presence of statues

“Oh, I’ve had some very interesting reve-
lations on this point, on the way people think
and feel about it. | remember someone once
made a little statue of Sri Aurobindo; he gave
it a potbelly and ... anyway, to me it was
ridiculous. So I said, ‘How could you make
such a thing?!” He explained that even if it’s
a caricature for the ordinary eye, since it’s an
image of the one you consider God, or a god,
or an Avatar, since it’s the image of the one
you worship, even if only a guru, it contains
the spirit and the force of his presence, and
this is what you worship, even in a crude
form, even if the form is a caricature to the
physical eye.

The statue of Sri Aurobindo near the running track
of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram - Delhi Branch,
New Delhi. Sculptor: unknown

Someone made a large painting of Sri
Aurobindo and myself, and they brought it here to
show me. I said, ‘Oh, it’s dreadful!” It was ... to the
physical eye it was really dreadful. ‘It’s dreadful,’
I said, ‘we can’t keep it.” Then immediately some-
one asked me for it, saying, ‘I’'m going to put it up
in my house and do my puja before it.” Ah! ... I
couldn’t help saying, ‘But how could you putup a
thing like that!” (It wasn’t so much ugly as fright-
fully banal.) ‘How can you do puja before some-
thing so commonplace and empty!” This person
replied, ‘Oh, to me it’s not empty! It contains all
the presence and all the force, and I shall worship
it as that: the Presence and the Force.”

All this is based on the old idea that whatever
the image — which we disdainfully call an ‘idol’
— whatever the external form of the deity may be,
the presence of the thing represented is always
there. And there is always someone — whether
priest or initiate, sadhu or sannyasi — someone
who has the power and (usually this is the

£

\Lalit.

Sri Aurobindo’s statue in
Parliament House

The man behind the statue is Lalit Verma, the owner of the Aurodhan art gallery in Puducherry.
Lalit, as team leader, did the drawings and the sketches. “There were moments when [ was ready
to give up,” he says. “Our ideal was to create a statue of Sri Aurobindo that would not only
resemble him but also convey something of his presence. I often felt it was impossible.”

The main difficulty was to imagine how Sri Aurobindo would appear standing up. Henri Cartier
Bresson’s April 1950 photographs are all of Sri Aurobindo in a sitting position. The only pho-
tos of him standing are from before 1915. Using measurements of Sri Aurobindo’s body taken
by one of the old sadhaks in the 1940s, Lalit made many sketches. “One of them was particular-
ly good. I sent it to the Parliamentary Committee. I heard afterwards that one of its members
almost went into a trance gazing at it. They gave the order. I replied that I would do my best, but
that the statue would not be released until I had the sanction of someone who had seen Sri
Aurobindo.” That someone was Nirodbaran, who occasionally would come to check the
progress of the work and give advice. “We first worked with small scale models. Then, when we
had finished the mould for the final statue, he came again. He looked intently at the mould, and
then said ‘Yes, there is no doubt that this is Sri Aurobindo.” Then we cast it in bronze,” says
As reported in Auroviile Today, October 2006, no.212/
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priest’s work) who draws the Force and the
£ Presence down into it. And it’s true, it’s quite

s
i & real — the Force and the Presence are

g THERE; and this (not the form in wood or
S stone or metal) is what is worshipped: this
Presence.

Europeans don’t have the inner sense at
all. To them, everything is like this (gesture),
a surface — not even that, a film on the sur-
face. And they can’t feel anything behind.
= .

S But it’s an absolutely real fact that the
= Presence is there — I guarantee it. People

7 % have given me statuettes of various gods, lit-

£ tle things in metal, wood or ivory; and as
soon as | take one in my hand, the god is
there. I have a Ganesh (I have been given
several) and if I take it in my hand and look
at it for a moment, he’s there. I have a little
one by my bedside where I work, eat, and
meditate. And then there is a Narayana
which comes from the Himalayas, from
Badrinath. T use them both as paperweights
for my handkerchiefs! (My handkerchiefs
are kept on a little table next to my bed, and I
keep Ganapati I and Narayana on top of
them.) And no one touches them but me — [
pick them up, take a fresh handkerchief, and
put them back again. Once I blended some
nail polish myself, and before applying it, I
put some on Ganapati’s forehead and stom-
ach and fingertips! We are on the best of
terms, very friendly. So to me, you see, all
this is very true.

Only....

Narayana came first. I put him there and
told him to stay and be happy. A while later,
I was given a very nice Ganapati; so I asked
Narayana — I didn’t ask his permission, I told
him, ‘Don’t be angry, you know, but I'm
going to give you a companion; I like you
both very much, there’s no preference; the
other is much better looking, but you, you are
Narayana!’ [ flattered him, I told him pleas-
ant things, and he was perfectly happy.

It has always been like that for me —
always. And I have never, never had the reli-
gious sense at all — you know, what people
call this kind of ... what they have in reli-
gions, especially in Europe. I see only the
English word for it: awe, like a kind of terror.
This always made me laugh! But T have
always felt what’s behind, the presences
behind.”

(The Mother to Satprem
as recorded in Mother’s Agenda,
April 29, 1961)

The statue of Sri Aurobindo in Calcutta

Satprem: There’'s a practical problem,
Mother concerning the statue of Sri Aurobindo
in Calcutta. You know that the Government of
Bengal decided to erect a statue of Sri
Aurobindo in place of Lord Curzon’s — the very
man who had sought the division of Bengal, and
Sri Aurobindo had tried to stop him. Sri
Aurobindo would take the place of Lord Curzon,
across from the “Victoria Memorial.” It’s at the
entrance to Calcutta. That’s what they decided in
principle. Then the government of Bengal was
overturned and their decision wasn’t put into
legal terms, so now everything is pending. Now
to restore the momentum, the people of
“Pathmandir” have to do something. But the peo-
ple of Pathmandir have another idea. They pur-
chased some time ago the house where Sri
Aurobindo was born in Calcutta....

Mother: Ah!

And they propose, instead of putting the stat-
ue of Sri Aurobindo on a public street, to put it in
the house where Sri Aurobindo was born.

But would it be in the open?

No, it will be in the house.

But no one will see it, then!

That’s what I think too. But they say, their
argument is: if we put it in the house, it will be
protected — the crows will not make a mess on it,
and the students won’t decapitate it!

Are the students of Bengal against Sri
Aurobindo?

No, no, Mother! But it so happens they
decapitated the statue of Gandhi, for instance!

(With a smile) Ooh!

For Sri Aurobindo himself; it’s better in the
house — it’s more in keeping with his tempera-
ment and character. For the people, it's better
outside.

Yes, certainly. A statue is made to be in pub-
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The importance of Sri
Aurobindo’s statues

What would be the significance of a statue
of Sri Aurobindo in Auroville? When his
statue was unveiled in Parliament House,
the headline of one national newspaper
reporting on the occasion was “Spiritual
Power.” It indicated that India has not only
a spiritual heritage but also a spiritual des-
tiny. For India’s destiny, according to Sri
Aurobindo, is not just to become a nation
like many others, but to be the leader in a
new world and spiritualise the human race.
The Mother, in a conversation in 1954, had
said it more specifically: “The future of
India is very clear. India is the Guru of the
world. The future structure of the world
depends on India. India is the living soul.
India is incarnating the spiritual knowledge
in the world. The Government of India
ought to recognize this significance of
India in this sphere and plan their action
accordingly.”

As India is to the world, so Auroville is to
India, according to The Mother. On
February 3, 1968, she explained to Satprem
why she had created Auroville. “The same
thing which in the history of the universe
has made the earth the symbolic representa-
tion of the universe so as to be able to con-
centrate the work at one point, the same
phenomenon is occurring now: India is the
representation of all human difficulties on
earth, and it is in India that there will be the
... cure. And it is for that — it is FOR THAT
\that I had to create Auroville.” /
lic, so the image is there for everyone to see.

Yes, but if they are likely to damage it or ...
That should be absolutely avoided .... I don't
know, they're mad there — they’re mad every-
where. They 're mad here too.

Here too, it came here, the same idea of
killing, destroying .... It’s everywhere. It’s as if
the whole vital world had descended on earth
(gesture of a crushing mass).

I wouldn’t want anything to happen to the
Statue.

Yes, Mother, but in my opinion, the statue
loses its meaning if it isn’t in public. If it’s put in
a house, it loses its meaning.

Obviously! Obviously.

What had a meaning is putting Sri
Aurobindo across from the Victoria Memorial, in
place of the Englishman who wanted to divide
Bengal — that has a meaning.

Yes, obviously. But then the Indians would
have to behave decently.

Anyway, the people of Pathmandir will do
what you say.

(Mother remains concentrated)

The best thing is to have two statues: one in
public and one in the house.

All right, Mother.

That would be the best.

I’1l tell them.

And they don 't have to be the same. One can
be sitting and the other standing. The one in the
street, standing; and the one in the house, sitting.
That will be very nice. Because in the house
there’s no need to ask anyone’s permission. I
hope the one in the street is standing?

I believe you had chosen a photo of Sri
Aurobindo in which he was looking toward the
future. I think it’s the photo by the Dutch painter.

Yes, that’s it. 1 would like the one in the
street to be standing. And then, in the house, sit-
ting at a table.

At atable?

Or simply sitting. That way, it’s fine.

(silence)

If something happens to the statue in the
street, well, it will be the sign that Bengal will go
under. That’s all. It will be too bad for them.

That’s the point, I don’t want his action to be
dependent on that. So, if he is seated in the
house, his action continues — even if they destroy
his statue [in the street] ...

But they won’t touch it, Mother!

Idon’t think so.

He is too beautiful!

(From a conversation of The Mother with
Satprem as recorded in Mother’s Agenda,
October 27, 1971.)






















