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COVER STORY:
Through
_photograpi

view of Matrimandir

at sunset; the smiling

faces of happy children;
green, leafy trees: these are all
images which people throughout
the world have come to associate
‘with Auroville.

Such images may seem very
natural in some respects. So natural,
in fact, that one rarely stops and
asks how it is that these particular
pictures have come to represent
Auroville.

In this issue of Auroville Today
we take a closer look at some of

the processes behind the production
and circulation of these images, and

show how three photographers

chose to represent Auroville.

he issue is an important one as Auroville

I relies increasingly upon visual representa-
tions and their accompanying texts.
Auroville is presented to the outside world
through brochures, postcards, books, T-shirts,
videos and CD-ROMs. The motivations behind
such representations vary, ranging from the pur-
suit of education to fundraising or personal profit.

An aspect of the exhibition

“The Genius of India" in New Delhi.
PHOTO: OLIVIER

THROUGH PHOTOGRAPHERS' EYES: Olivier considers this picture of the bonfire at the amphitheatre as one of the best
for representing Auroville. Says he: “The people gathering together, the Urn symbolizing the aspiration for human unity,
the bonfire symbolizing the spiritual aspiration...there is no better way to portray the essential Auroville.”

Looking at Auroville through photographers’ eyes

Many Aurovilians and visitors see the large, color photographs hanging in the new exhibition on Auroville in the Visitors’ Center. Still greater numbers of people see pho-
tographs of Auroville in Auroville Today or on the Auroville website. These images are meant to give people a sense of Auroville in a way that simply reading or hearing about
the community does not. After all, everyone knows the old cliché, “A picture is worth a thousand words.” What we den’t always realize, however, is that pictures

conceal as much as they reveal. Hidden from view are the processes of selection and edition made by the photographer and later by exhibitors or publishers.

Of course not everyone working with images
in Auroville is attempting to “represent” the
community. Nevertheless, these images may
also come to be associated with Auroville in the
minds of viewers. The Joy Postcards sold
throughout India and the travelling slide-show,
“The Genius of India”, are not meant to portray
Auroville. In the case of the postcards, however,
the address on the back is
enough for customers to make
the connection. As for the slide-
show, the presenters’ acknowl-
edgement of coming from
Auroville, in addition to the
philosophical nature of the
show, can forge an association
for the audience. As a result,
such materials come to form part
of the constellation of visual per-
spectives that outsiders identify
with Auroville.

Challenges in selecting
Auroville images

In investigating the pro-
cesses behind the production of
images on Auroville, the first

thing one encounters is a relatively anarchic
approach to the various forms of communica-
tion. Since there is no one body vested with the
authority to generate official representations of
the community, the visual materials that exist
circulate largely through the efforts of specific
groups of interested individuals.

These groups are frequently trying to do
their best under considerable constraints. The
team behind the Visitors’ Center exhibition is no
exception. Franz, who was closely involved in
this project, explains that the problem was not
only insufficient funds. When it was time to
select images, the team had to deal with the
scarcity of photographs. It is only in recent years
that there has been an interest in maintaining an
archive of photographs of Auroville. Much visu-
al documentation, particularly of the early years,
has been lost.

Whatever the aims of the presenters may be,
many of them face the common challenge of
attempting to capture some aspect of spirituality.
This is no easy task. Spirituality, an abstract con-
cept, is not easy to convey in a single image. As
the photographer Sven notes, “People, both visi-
tors and residents, come to Auroville for the
inner experience. But how can you possibly rep-

resent the inner to the rest of the world?”

This is true even when presenters are work-
ing closely with a spiritual text, as in the case of
“The Genius of India” slide-show and exhibit.
As team member Christine describes it, the
impetus behind the presentation was to “put Sri
Aurobindo at the forefront™ in celebrating India.
Seeking to illustrate the tendencies that Sri
Aurobindo attributes to the ancient Indian mind,
the team was able to choose from a wealth of
photographs in the collection of Olivier, who has
been capturing the beauty and timelessness of
ancient Indian art for years. Even so, when it
came to a particularly complex concept, such as
the tendency towards synthesis, the group faced
great difficulty in deciding which images would
work.

How are images chosen?

In spite of the many limitations and chal-
lenges, however, those who create and present
images are making choices, although to some of
them their choices may seem somehow “obvious.”
The decisions they make depend upon their inten-
tions, in addition to the relationship that they want
the images to have with a written text.
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BuILDING THE CITY

The European Commission recognizes
the Auroville township

In May 2000, the European Commission approved the Auroville Innovative Urban Management proposal, a project of Auroville in partnership with the municipalities of

Cologne and Venice. This project has major ramifications for the planning and development of Auroville.

launched the Asia-Urbs program
imed at promoting co-operation
between cities in Europe and Asia.
Under the program, European cities
share their urban expertise with cities
in Asia, supported by their own and
European Commission funding. “I
heard about it in 1998 by pure acci-
dent,” says Luigi, who for years has
been trying, unsuccessfully, to obtain
funding for Auroville’s town planning
department. “When I pursued the mat-
ter, it became obvious that I had to go
to Brussels to meet the director of the
Asia-Urbs program. That meeting was
one of the toughest I ever had. The
director screened everything I had pre-
sented and asked sharp questions such
as was Auroville a sect or a bunch of
hippies on the coast of Coromandel?
But at the end of our meeting some-
thing changed. He told me that this was
a dream city, that it incorporated the
kind of dreams he had had in May
1968 when he was on the barricades in

”

Paris.

I:‘1998, the European Commission

Where is the Township?

“The first barrier we encountered
was whether Auroville was eligible, as
its legal structure is that of a foundation

EbucATION

and not a municipality” continues
Luigi. “But when this director came to
Auroville in September 1998 he
dropped this objection as the Auroville
Foundation Act clearly states that our
aim is to build a city. Then, when we
showed him around, he observed that
Auroville is not a town, nor even a vil-
lage, as there is no urban tissue, but is
a dispersed community of 1500 people.
Their project aims at big cities! But he
finally accepted that Auroville is an
emerging city that plans for an inte-
grated urban and regional rural devel-
opment, and he recommended to the
European Commission to include
Auroville in the list of cities eligible for
the. programme. Parallel to this we
approached different European munic-
ipalities requesting them to be
Auroville’s partners. Venice in Italy
and Lyon in France were the cities
most open to a co-operation. In
Auroville an enlarged team was
formed to elaborate the proposal. At
the last minute Lyon withdrew from
the project, as they preferred to co-
operate with Ho Chi Minh City in
Vietnam. Fortunately the municipality
of Cologne in Germany was willing to
take their place and in February 1999
the project was submitted. Then there
was a major reshuffle in Brussels, and

the project was buried for some time.
In May this year we learned that our
proposal had been accepted and that
Auroville, along with three other
Indian cities (Chennai, Baroda, and
Raichur) had been chosen for the Asia-
Urbs program.” Adds Luigi, “This is a
little miracle.”

Centre for Urban
Development Studies

“The most concrete aspect of the
project is the building of a Centre for
Urban Development Studies. The rules
of the Asia-Urbs program were bent
for Auroville as buildings were not part
of the program. We were asked if we
couldn’t rent space in the neighbour-
hood. When we explained that this was
virtually impossible, they accepted that
Rs. 50 lakhs (US $125,000) could be
allocated for a 600 m2 building. This
building can be seen as a kind of public
works department. It will house the
departments of planning, urban design,
urban engineering, topography, Land
Use Coordination, the Development
Council and the part of Auroville
municipal services that deals with
planning such as solar and convention-
al energy, water management, waste-
water recycling, urban environment

and transport. The building will have
offices, meeting rooms, a conference
room for 150 people and a multi media
urban research library. This building
can be the seed for a larger town hall.

“Once this building is operational,
the municipalities of Cologne and
Venice will send their experts to
Auroville for periods of 2-3 months at
a time. These experts will work on a
detailed Auroville urban and regional
master plan on the basis of the objec-
tives and the assessment of the prob-
lems as provided by Auroville. In this
way we hope that they will help us to
complete the puzzle of an overall mas-
ter plan, something we cannot hope to
do alone as we need the advice from
experts in many areas. Also a number
of experts from India will be invited to
participate. Another task of the experts
will be to conduct workshops in
Auroville which address especially the
district and civic officers of Tamil
Nadu and Pondicherry, in order to
strengthen the regional and local rela-
tionships. By the end of 2002, all their
work should be summarized and we
hope to have a concluding workshop or
seminar in Auroville where the plan-
ners from India, Asia and Europe can
come and discuss what it means to
build an ideal city.

“A third part of the project is a
workshop in Cologne, most probably
on the topic of the environment, which
we plan to attend together with at least
ten to twelve experts from all over
India. In Venice there will be an exhi-
bition on Auroville. We hope we can
fit it into the Biennale in 2002, the
world’s biggest exhibition on town
planning and architecture, which is
held every two years. Lastly, the pro-
Jject offers a scholarship to an Indian
citizen to do a masters or Ph. D. thesis
on Urban Planning, and possibilities
for the training of 150 individuals from
the nearby region in various municipal
services.”

Luigi concludes: “I hope the pro-
ject will trigger an acceleration in the
quality and quantity of Auroville’s
development. The present galaxy
model should be taken in a flexible way
as a guiding reference. It is open to evo-
lution and improvements. Maybe
something will manifest which we can-
not foresee today. The key words for
effective planning will be ‘plasticity’,
‘adaptability to change’ and ‘clear tar-
gets’. Perhaps Auroville is entering a
new phase of organic planning where a
progressive harmony will be constantly
sought between Vision and Life.”

Interview by Carel

Training Auroville teachers

For over five years now, Heidi Watts, a professor from Antioch University in the US, has been training Auroville teachers. Some teachers from Auroville have also attended

training courses at Antioch University. This year a colleague of Heidi Watts, Dr. Jane Miller, came to Auroville to offer teacher training.

bbey’s third

grade at

Transition
was a bechive of
activity. Some chil-
dren were engrossed
in making models,
others were busy with
a Lego set; one boy
sat quietly reading in
a sunlit comer of the
room, a couple more
were painting, and
Abbey was showing
a little girl how to

g

lating my
words and
explaining to
the teachers
how they
could adapt
what I taught
to their specif-
ic classroom
situations. But
most of all, I
was moved by
the sincerity of
these teachers
£ 4 who offer their

knit. “She has got a
great class going,” smiles Jane, “I am
really proud of what Abbey has
accomplished in these few weeks.
Abbey had some wonderful ideas and
creative concepts about teaching but
she did not know how to put it all into
a system. She, her assistant Murthy
and I worked hard together for two
weeks before school started to develop
a curricelum, teaching strategies and
aids.

Jane worked with specific teachers
and their students at Transition and
New Creation schools on a one-to-one
basis, developing curriculum, teaching
strategies and classroom management
techniques. In addition, she gave
hands-on workshops on making teach-
ing aids with local materials, and on
teaching music, art, crafts, and English
as a second language at many other
schools including the night schools in
the villages, managed by Meenakshi
and Sundaram.

The night school teachers

“Working with the night school
teachers was a most rewarding experi-
ence. The workshop was held in the
open space outside Sundaram’s house,
and Meena-kshi did a great job trans-

service at the
night schools voluntarily or for very
little pay. Working with Tamil teach-
ers who have a different cultural back-
ground was a new experience.
Sometimes, acting on instinct, I would
ask them do things that they were not
used to doing, such as having men and
women hold hands. They were not
totally comfortable with it, there
would be nervous giggles for instance,
but they were courageous and open
enough to try it out.

Positive responses

“I have been overwhelmed by the
enthusiastic response of the teachers to
my training. The teachers would
immediately apply some strategy that
they learned and come back all excited
to tell me that it works successfully.
Looking back, I realize that Heidi
trusted in the Aurovilians’ curiosity
and in their ability to tap into whatever
resources appear on their doorstep.
Heidi knew that teachers here would
seek me out for help. It would have
been presumptuous of me to offer gen-
eral workshops in the belief that I
understood the teachers’ needs. My
input was more effective for the teach-
ers gave me specific problems to work
with. And of course, as they needed

help they were eager to learn.

“The children here are no different
from those in the States. They are all
naturally curious. Auroville children
have an advantage in that they have
more exposure to other cultures than
American kids and thus have a broad-
er frame of reference. But then of
course, there are big differences with-
in Auroville. I remember once at New
Creation I did this exercise where first
I told the kids a story in English. Then
the kids repeated back the story to me
in their English. Then they acted it out,
each kid taking a different role. And
then as they retold the story I wrote
down what they said and gave each of

them a piece of paper to illustrate the
story through water colours. What I
had not realized was that these second
graders had never painted before! Also
it was amusing that all these Tamil
children painted people who wore
Western clothes. Luckily their teacher
intervened and told them that though I,
a Westerner, had told them the story,
they were also allowed to paint the
characters as Tamils!

The Tamil influence

“It has been nice to get to know
Auroville through Aurovilian teachers
who often invited me to their homes.

I feel Auroville is truly an amaz-
ing place to accomplish so much in
such a short time. Much of what is
tried out here is shared with people
outside. The challenges that Auroville
faces are the same ones faced by any
community, including that of my own
family. But what is different here is
the richness and depth that the local
Tamil culture brings to this experi-
ment. And the Tamil people that I met
through my work were unanimous in
their opinion that Auroville has helped
this whole area and opened them to
new ways of doing things.”

Bindu

- Abbey’s third grade at Transition making masks
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MarrimMmanNDIR

Attachment
to the Divine

here is a new delight in
Tstore for visitors as they
walk through the
Matrimandir garden on the way to the
Inner Chamber. Alongside the path a
pergola with different types of beauti-
ful orchids has been erected. Purple,
red, white, and lilac flowers with their
intricate patterns flutter gently in the
afternoon breeze. This display is an
experiment to see how the orchids
fare in the conditions of the garden, as
they are extremely sensitive plants
with each species requiring a different
microclimate. Mother said that the
spiritual significance of orchids, is
“Attachment to the Divine”. They live
purely on atmospheric moisture,

The Matrimandir Nursery has
experimented from its earliest days
with the cultivation of orchids.
Previous gardeners, including Narad,

EconNnomy

Alan and Martin, introduced and suc-
cessfully raised many different vari-
eties of orchids in Auroville. They
also experimented with cross-pollina-
tion in a small laboratory. However,
all three of them subsequently left
Auroville taking with them the
knowledge of the cultivation of
orchids. In later years, when the
Matrimandir Nursery was open to
public without close supervision,
many valuable plants were stolen.
Gitendu, who is now in charge of this
section, has therefore locked this part
of the Nursery and reopened the labo-
ratory. He spends much of his time
learning to identify and cultivate the
various species and sub-species of
orchids with an aim to use them all
over the Matrimandir gardens.

Tineke

An Auroville prosperity organization

With no exchange of money

Alain Grandcolas became an Aurovilian in 1971. Two years later he
left Auroville and stayed for six years in the Ashram, auditing the
Auroville accounts. In the 80’s, he was based in Bombay as the coun-

try manager of the French bank Credit Lyonnais. In 1993 he joined
the “Friends of Auroville’ family and has recently come back to
Auroville with the intention to stay.
Here are his views on how to organize
an internal economy with no exchange

of money.

he Economy 2000 circle experi-
Tment is undoubtedly a step for-

ward in sharing. However, this
system does not contribute to an econ-
omy that is characterised by “no
. exchange of money”, which the
Mother envisaged for Auroville. Could
an appropriate organisation be imple-
mented in the present economic infra-
structure within the next couple of
years? I believe it can. The Prosperity
organization that Mother introduced in
the Sri Aurobindo Ashram can serve as
an inspiration to develop a comparable
organization which takes into account
the specificity of Auroville.

An Auroville Prosperity organiza-
tion could be based on a Prosperity list
of all Aurovilians who contribute to the
collective welfare through work, or
through work and money. It would
also include those who cannot work
due to health problems or old age or
who prefer not to work due to an
‘inner’ reason.

The contribution should be moni-
tored regularly (maybe monthly to start
with) through a form showing the per-
son’s work (and achievements if rele-
vant), the number of working hours
and also the contribution in cash, if
any. People who work irregularly, or
who do not contribute to the communi-
ty, would not feature on this list. I think
that without this discipline, the moni-
toring of the contribution cannot be
implemented and an internal economy
without money exchange cannot take
off.

All the Auvrovilians on this
Prosperity list would receive:

1. free food from an Auroville
kitchen. Those who cannot or do not

wish to visit the kitchen would receive
their meals at home or at work through
a delivery service. Remaining food
requirements that are not supplied by
an Auroville kitchen such as breakfast
and additional food items would be
delivered at home.

2. a certain number of free basic
items to be provided weekly and
monthly as per a list given by each
Aurovilian. These lists would show the
items available in Pour Tous and indi-
cate how many items the Aurovilian
can order each week/month/year. All
these items would be delivered at
home. Incidentally, the monthly list
could include a dozen columns to fill
up for monitoring the monthly activity.

3. monthly “coupons”, valid for a
period of say 3 months, for Auroville
restaurants which can cover guests as
well, for a (Auroville) petrol bank, for
Auroville taxis.

4. a certain cash amount for addi-
tional personal expenses outside
Auroville. )

5. additional luxury items, not
included in the weekly or monthly lists
of basic needs. There would be a group
to assess whether the request is appro-
priate. If so, the item can be supplied.
If it is not sanctioned, the delivery ser-
vice could obtain it and it could be deb-
ited from the individual’s account.

6. free health and dental care, free

education for one’s children, free
maintenance of houses (on sanctioned
requests), free maintenance of motor-
cycles and cycles, free tailoring, free
electricity and free telephone rental
(which would include free calls but
additional calls would be debited).

Any asset which is no longer need-
ed will be returned to Auroville (no
sale within Auroville). If an Aurovilian
intends to replace one asset by another
one (let us say a new motorcycle), the
old one is given to Auroville which
may help in financing the new asset as
an ‘additional luxury item.”

Financing

This system can be financed from
three sources. They are:

1) contributions from commercial
units. In this system units would no
longer pay maintenance to Aurovilians
working in the unit. They would also
cease to pay the Rs 1,000 contribution
to the Central Fund for each

-Aurovilian working in their unit, and

would cease to pay a contribution from
their profits. Instead, each unit would
make one monthly contribution, not in
proportion to its profit but, as the
Mother proposed, ‘in proportion to the
production’ i.e. a percentage of the
turnover, which would be agreed upon
between the unit and an ‘Auroville
working group for each coming year.

2) contributions from fully and
partly self-supporting Aurovilians.
Those Aurovilians who have a com-
bined personal and Auroville income
will be on the Prosperity List if they
also contribute to the community in
work. Among the odd 40% of
Aurovilians who do not draw mainte-
nance but fully depend on their person-
al resources, many of them will equal-
ly be on the Prosperity List on account

. of their work. These Aurovilians will

also cease to pay the Rs 1,000 contri-
bution to the Central Fund and instead
transfer monthly a certain amount to
cover the cost of the basic needs they
are receiving.

3) an additional income could
come from those Aurovilians who are
using their own personal funds to get
luxurious items and would agree to
share a certain percentage of it to be
put at the disposal of less fortunate
Aurovilians. For instance, on a yearly
basis, an Aurovilian would allocate a
percentage of his or her monthly with-
drawals to be transferred to Auroville
maintenance. The sharing would con-
tinue and even would increase.

‘What about those people who do
not feature on the Prosperity list or who
are removed from it, that is, those who
are staying in Auroville without con-
tributing to the collective welfare?
They presently enjoy all Auroville
facilities and contribute only the
monthly contribution to the Central
Fund of Rs 1,000/month. I would pro-
pose that they should pay a higher
monthly contribution in accordance
with the true costs. For example, if they
have school-going children, the costs of
their education should be reflected in
their monthly contribution. These
should be exceptional cases since, from
what I understand from the Mother, the
contribution by money only is reserved
for “those who have nothing but
money.” It is not a question of work or
money.

If Aurovilians really want to real-
ize an intemal economy without
exchange of money, such an Auroville
Prosperity organization could truly
stand as an original example.

® The Government of Navarra,
Spain has donated Rs 27 lakhs
towards the first phase of the
‘Sangamam’ project, a prototype
of a small-scale model village of 27
houses with a well planned infra-
structure. The village will be on 4
acres of Auroville land next to
Utility. Auroville workers will have
preference in the selection process
to join the project. The houses will
be rented and the rent paid will be
used to maintain the place.

@ On September Sth, 2000, the
American Consul in Chennai host-
ed a presentation on Auroville, to
which all diplomats and honorary
consuls from Chennai were invit-
ed, with the aim to make them
aware of what is happening in
Auroville. Auroville's environmen-
tal work was particularly appreci-
ated.

@® The Goveming Board of the
Auroville Foundation met in
Auroville from September 15 to
18. Main topics discussed were
Auroville’s land use and master
plan, education, CIRHU and inter-
nal economy.

@ 'Pulse,’ Auroville's electronic
polling service, announced that
out of 124 respondents, 105 peo-
ple or 87.5%, said 'yes' to the
question whether Auroville should
open its doors to new people
regardless of the housing shortage,
15 people responded in the nega-
tive and 4 voted ‘don’t know'.
Respondents’ feedback accompa-
nying the vote was forwarded to
the relevant working groups.

@® The Economy Group reported
that 307 Aurovilians and
Newcomers (227 adults, 26 stu-
dents and 54 children) participat-
ed in the income sharing “Circles
Experiment” in the period from
February to July 2000. The total
deficit for the first six months
averaged around Rs 23,000/ per
month. The deficit for the next six
months is expected to be between
Rs 75,000 to 1,00,000 per month.
Funds to cover this deficit have
been secured.

@ Vol.11 of The Mother's Agenda
in English has been released, com-
pleting the full Agenda in English.
Available from Mira Aditi Centre,
62 'Sriranga’, 2 Main 1st Cross,
T.K. Layout, Saraswali puram,
Mysore 570 009, or from Institut
de Récherches Evolutives, 142 Bd
Montpamasse, 75014 Paris,
France.

@ Two thousand women, includ-
ing The Mother, were honoured at
the Festival of 2000 Women in
Frankfurt/Main in Germany on
June 1st and 2nd, 2000. The festi-
val had a labyrinth at its centre,
made of stones engraved with the
names of the women honoured,
their year of birth and death, a
quality they brought into the world
and the name of the presenting
woman. Mother’s stone tablet car-
rying the word “Transformation”
was presented by Annemarie
Rawlinson. The labyrinth could be
seen at the Expo 2000 in Hannover
afterwards.

@® A new service unit called
“Connections: Auroville Human
Resource Centre” has been start-
ed. Its aim is to help Aurovilians to
find suitable work and Auroville
units find qualified personnel. A
large database will be created
with the potential to make
“Connections” into an immensely

useful resource centre for all.
K



(Continued from page 1)

In the case of the Visitor’s Center,
the team’s primary goal was to edu-
cate the increasing numbers of visi-
tors, primarily Indian tourists to
Matrimandir who know nothing about
Auroville. The exhibit text was guid-
ed by suggestions from Kireet Joshi,
the current Chairman of the Auroville
Foundation. Kireet had observed that
the three questions he was most fre-
quently called upon to answer were:
“Why Auroville?” “What has been
accomplished in 30 years?” and,
“What is the community’s organiza-
tional structure?” The Visitor’s Center
text was an effort to respond to pre-
cisely these questions. The accompa-
nying photographs, commissioned
from John Mandeen, were to illustrate
the text as closely as possible.

Given the educational aim, it is
not surprising that the panels of the
exhibit remind one of a museum dis-
play. The documentary .style of the
photos, the straightforward tone of the
text, and the addition of statistics
about the community’s size, etc. work
together to give the impression of a
factual and irrefutable account of the
community. What remains hidden to
the eye of the observer is the possibil-
ity that there may be many other
points of view.

A different approach to images
was taken by the creators of the new
Auroville brochure. According to
Alan, a member of the Publications
Group, which oversees that all
brochures are up to date, the creators
of the booklet prioritized the images
over the text. Working once again
with John Mandeen, the group gave
the photographer the written docu-
ment and not only asked that he come
up with apt illustrations, but also
encouraged him to create images
which could actually replace specific
sections of text. “In the past,
brochures tended to be very text ori-

that the team felt acknowledged the
“down side”. “We selected a photo

which showed commercial develop--

ment in one of the villages,” says
Alan, “as well as one that showed the

motorcycle-car aspect of life here.” At - -

the same time, the group wanted pho-
tos that portrayed a kind of intensity
in human interactions. For example,
they selected an image of a Western
man training a young Tamil man in a
workshop based on this criterion.

Viewers' perspectives

The same photo could, however,
be read in a different way. Some peo-
ple are quick to identify what they
believe to be racist or colonial atti-
tudes, especially when looking at
images that appear to affirm that for-
eigners have nothing to learn from
local people. Alan admits that it did
not occur to the team that viewers
might read this photo in this way. This
problem reflects the fact that images
do not have any intrinsic value,
because they always depend upon the
myriad possible interpretations that
specific audiences bring to them. This
problem is particularly acute in repre-
senting spirituality. One case in point
is the Auroville boutique in Paris.
When the shop opened, its window
displayed large photos of Mother and
Sri Aurobindo. Within days graffiti
appeared outside with the label,
“sect”. The boutique management
responded immediately by replacing
the photos with a display of products.
Whereas in India people expect to see
reverential references to the guru, in
countries such as France and
Germany, where the population is
concerned about the dangers of brain-
washing and authoritative organiza-
tions, the photos of Mother and Sri
Aurobindo are interpreted differently.
The fact that there are many different
audiences for Auroville images is
something that all presenters must
keep in mind, and this is particularly

A

THROUGH PHOTOGRAPHERS' EYES: For lreno, imaging Auroville means portraying its people. “This picture,” he says "shc

Through photo

joy and sorrow.” Ireno’s photos reveal his sensitivity to capture peoples’' moods, as is abundantly shown in his photo b
in English, German, French and Italian. (available from ireno@aurovilie.org.in or Ireno, Sang

German Aurovilian pointed out, peo-
ple in Germany would be more inter-
ested in seeing how people living in
Auroville are facing challenges. This
raises the question of what could
potentially be of interest to some peo-
ple, but which is not being presented.

.
et

A workshop training: an expression of intensity in human interaction or an expression of colonialism?

ented,” says Alan. But after seeing the
impact of the exhibit at the Visitor’s
Center, we thought that there was
something we could say better
through pictures.”

The photographs for the new
brochure were selected with an eye to
showing Auroville as an ongoing
process. This meant in part eschewing
a rosy tone and incorporating images
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important when the aim is public rela-
tions.

The Auroville
we don't show

Given that many visual materials
are produced to “sell” the community,
there is an impulse to show Auroville
as perfect. Perfection, however, does
not always sell. For example, as a

‘When we look at the body of images
as a whole, whether documentary in
nature as can be seen in brochures, or
artistic as in the case of the portraits of
Ireno, it is clear that cultural diversity,
harmony, spirituality, and the envi-
ronment have been the priority. Other
versions of Auroville have remained
hidden, if not purposively marginal-
ized. This is not because these other
dimensions of life are unimportant. In

fact, they are quite central to the ongo-
ing challenges of living in Auroville
and struggling to make Mother’s
dream a reality.

Among these themes are labour
relations with the local people, work
in progress (finished products are usu-
ally what get depicted), conflict and
conflict resolution, a range of human
emotions, and the sheer diversity of
attitudes. The first response to this is
usually that the community feels
threatened and as such is unwilling to
portray anything that could be seen in
a simplistic, negative light. The situa-
tion, however, is more complicated.
Some feel that the problem arises
from the insistence on the part of
some Aurovilians that all public pre-
sentations be kept on the ideal level. It
may also be a function of growing
pains. As Carel comments, “How a
community represents itself is a matu-
rity factor — the more mature you
are, the more you can accept failure
and complexity. If not, you need to
show only beauty. It is only now that
Auroville is becoming more mature in
this regard.” '

Seeing into the future

It would seem that, in the end, any
visual representation of Auroville can
be problematic. After all, no matter
what the power of images, they only
present partial truths. Moreover, it is
impossible to control the messages
they broadcast, as their meaning
depends equally upon the perspec-
tives that viewers bring to them. For
Auroville it is important that its visual
representations are never accepted as
obvious or natural. Instead, Auroville
should constantly ask what its repre-
sentations try to achieve and what is
consciously or unconsciously hidden.
Part of the solution lies in encourag-
ing more Aurovilians to get involved
in this field. As more images come
into existence, the greater the poten-
tial to resist what are supposedly
authoritative versions of Auroville
and to represent the full diversity and
complexity of the community.

Shanti
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THROUGH PHOTOGFK
Regina’s love for nature expresses itseli
through the transforn

“This archive photograph shows the beg
1971. Last year | took a photograph from
growth of the young forest around the wz
"Regina’'s photos are used in the campai
















