Town planning is in the
news once again. Some months
ago construction began on a
perfectly curved section of the
Crown road, resurrecting con-
cerns among some Aurovilians
that geometry was more
important to the town plan-
ners than sensitive develop-
ment, and that major develop-

ments would be pushed
through without proper com-
munity consultation.

Then, in May, young design
professionals from all over
India attended the workshop
‘Bikescapes’ which, among
other things, was designed to
facilitate different patterns of
mobility in and around the

city.

The next month Aurovilians
were invited to attend a one
day workshop by a group of
Auroville architects as part of a
participatory planning exer-

| cise. The organizers expected |
no more than about thirty peo- |
ple to attend. In the event, over |

a hundred Aurovilians showed
up and spent the day engaged
in enthusiastic

discussion |

- about planning issues, demon- |

strating the high level of inter-
est in the topic.

Board and the International
Advisory Council have also
expressed concern about the

| state of Auroville’s planning
| and development, and the fact |

| that the renowned architect
and planner Dr. B.V. Doshi is
now ., a member of the
Governing Board may give a

new impetus and direction to |

| our town planning work.

In truth, planning has been a

years. Although a Master Plan
.was finally approved by the
Residents Assembly in 1999,
Aurovilians continue to differ
over whether development
should be closely guided by the
original ‘Galaxy’ model or
should happen more ‘organi-
cally’. There are also different

specialists should be able to
participate in the planning and
decision-making process.

For this issue we talked to
architects and planners who
have devoted a great deal of
time and thought to the issue of

hot topic in Auroville for many |

views concerning how far non- |

| planning in Auroville. While |
| there are clear disagreements

adopted, everybody is agreed

ate a denser, more urban envi-

| will it look like?

concerning the pace and type |
of development that need to be |

that the time has come to cre- |

ronment. But how? And what |
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B.V. Doshi: “What happened to Auroville's spirit?”

alkrishna V. Doshi is one of India’s most
eminent architects. He is a Fellow of the

Fellow of the Indian Institute of Architects.
In his early career he worked in Paris for
four years with Le Corbusier then returned to
Ahmedabad to supervise Le Corbusier’s work there. He
has also worked closely with Louis Kahn and Anant
Raje.

Dr. Doshi has designed many institutional campus-
es, including the Indian Institute of Management,
Bangalore, and his urban planning work includes the
proposal for the new city of Jaipur. He also designed
Aranya, a slum redevelopment township in Indore,
which won an international prize.

Apart from his international fame as an architect,
Dr. Doshi is well known as an educator and institution
builder. In 1955 he established his environmental design
studio, Vastu-Shilpa, and in 1962 started the School of
Architecture, Ahmedabad. In 1972 he founded the
Centre for Environmental Planning and Technology
(CEPT) one of India’s top architectural schools, now
called CEPT University.

In 2008, a film documentary on his work and phi-
losophy was released. Recently the film was shown in
Auroville when Dr. Doshi visited the community in his
capacity as a new member of the Governing Board of
the Auroville Foundation. Auroville Today interviewed
him at the end of his visit.

Auroville Today: What was your reaction when you
were asked to serve on the Governing Board?

I said ‘yes’ immediately. What else could I say? It’s
The Mother’s place.

What role do you want to play?

I don’t know yet how I can contribute to Auroville.
Firstly, I want to look around, to see where the energy of
Auroville lies and how that can be used positively.
Then, if I am asked to express an opinion, I will do so. I
have never stopped expressing my opinions wherever I
go because as a professional, individual and academi-
cian I have an obligation to say what I believe in. If what
I say is not acceptable, fine. If it’s acceptable and I'm
asked to participate, I will do my best.

_Royal Institute of British Architectsanda

What is your response to the Galaxy concept and to the
Master Plan?

When I first saw the Galaxy plan many years ago |
thought, “My god, what is this?” It was so dynamic; it had
power. It felt as if it was constantly expanding and con-
necting with a tremendous magnetic force the visible and
the mnvisible cosmic forces. The question is, how can
those forces manifest today? That was forty years ago
and many changes have happened since. So the Galaxy is
a good plan but it has to be studied not only in the context
of the land, the natural waterways and the climate but
also in the context of changes that have happened to our
aspirations, values and our relationships to the world as a

Balkrishna V. Doshi

whole. No doubt, Mother’s vision will guide us, but what
about our mindset? Today many people have computers
and can work at home so you don’t need so many office
buildings. Also it’s important to conserve energy to the
maximum so transportation and the need for physical dis-
tances need to be reviewed. Then, when you look at how
the villages around have expanded, you need to ask your-
self, “Will Auroville be isolated or will it act as a magnet
through providing something which is missing within

and around?”’

Auroville must make people want to go there
because it offers what people cannot find anywhere else.
Silence. Peace. Light. Auroville should radiate ideas of a
new world by representing the future in every aspect of
life. It should be an ideal community of the future.

You’ve been visiting various projects in the community
over the past few days. Do you feel that Auroville is suc-
ceeding in doing this?

To answer this [ need to give a little history. When [
came here first in the early 1970s, I was completely
bowled over by the kind of architectural experimentation
that was happening. Here were houses with thatched
roofs, houses built half into the ground and with arches
made out of bricks and ferrocement. At that time Indian
architects were asking themselves how to make do with
the minimum of resources yet develop something else,
like the long-term overall sustainability one sees in
nature, bio-diverse yet harmonious. When I looked at
Auroville then, I thought it was probably the most impor-
tant architectural pioneering work happening in India
because the Aurovilians were using natural ventilation
and passive cooling while taking advantage of all the lat-
est building technologies, closely knit into the natural
fabric and societal ideas.

The other thing that interested me was the kind of life
people were leading. I was fascinated that people would
leave everything and come here to become devotees. I
saw a life of simplicity and frugality and felt the aspira-
tion towards something else — the unknown, the immea-
surable. This was my early image of Auroville.

Some years later I came again and met Roger. I saw
some of his buildings. Those buildings told me about the
adventure of the spirit. Later I went to Roger’s office and
it was full of models and drawings, just like Le
Corbusier’s Chandigarh office. It really felt like a new
world was emerging.

The last time I met Roger we visited the recently
completed Matrimandir. That’s when I understood for
the first time what silence and light really is, and I real-
ized that it is possible to realize some dreams.

However, on that visit I noticed that some of the old
buildings I had liked had disappeared and that the recent
constructions were static; the dynamism was missing,.
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PLANNING THE CITY

continued from page |

In fact, when I first saw images of
the new apartment buildings in a recent
issue of Auroville Today [May, 2009] 1
thought it must be a review of buildings
in 1950s Germany. But when I realized
it was happening in Auroville right now
I began to worry, because the world has
moved on. Now we talk about global
warming, sustainability, saving of ener-
gy, carbon-emissions. Yet here are
buildings being designed and construct-
ed in exactly the same way as they
would be in Mumbai or Pune. Now it’s
all about cost and functionality. What
happened to Auroville’s spirit? If you
build a new city like this, will it really
be a model for the world? The soul is
perhaps getting lost.

Perhaps one reason why recent
Aurovilian architecture tends to be
more ‘functional’ is that some of the
earlier ‘futuristic’ architecture proved
fo be dysfunctional.

Maybe temperature-wise they did-
n’t work, maybe they are high-mainte-
nance, but there is a flow in those build-
ings connecting the sky and the earth;

'MATRIMANDIR

everything is in movement. That’s the
spirit of the Galaxy, that’s life, that’s
what should be apparent everywhere in
Auroville, threaded throughout the
tapestry. In this sense, those early build-
ings serve a function. Not just a day-to-
day one, but a psychological function,
an emotional one.

You sound pessimistic about the
Juture of architecture and town plan-
ning in Auroville.

If Auroville continues on the way it
is going now, it will become like any-
where else in the world and its cohesion
will be lost. But this doesn’t have to
happen. It is not too late because you
are only 2,000 people today and there is
a long way to go. I'm sure in the Master
Plan of Auroville there is a lot of scope
for new ideas because nothing much
has yet been built. We should remain
open to change. If there is a definite
purpose, a sufficient reason, to do
something, we should try our best to
manifest it. But if something is not
workable we should try something else
and not keep saying ‘This is how it
should be’. There is no such thing as

absolutely set patterns. As the force
evolves, it creates new forms.

This is a critical time and the talent-
ed younger architects and planners you
have need open-minded guidance from
their seniors; they must be encouraged
to take risks. Some of my students were
here for two months and they did a lot
of alternative scenarios. They did not
change the lines of force or the zones of
the Master Plan yet they came up with
alternative scenarios which were quite
fascinating and worth looking at.

Is there anything in the present
Master Plan you would change?

It’s difficult for me to comment
specifically upon it. I don’t think the
zoning is a big issue as it is intended to
be mixed zoning: it’s not a distinct sep-
aration between the zones. On the other
hand, I would prefer the Crown road to
be entirely pedestrianised, silent, and
no cars should be allowed inside the
city: with a city radius of only 2.5 kilo-
metres you don’t need the kind of trans-
port you have in regular cities. The
main thing is to get the silence and the
light in the city. It should be a place

where you can walk anywhere in a
short time, where you can be with your
family, do your work and stay connect-
ed with the world as well as that which
is deep within you.

Today in India the community
places in and around buildings are
being lost. If Auroville continues on its
present course it will go the same way
and your cohesive identity will be lost.
You already live dispersed, separated
from one another. So there is a need to
draw up a compact living plan for 5000
people with spaces for social interac-
tion. It can be based upon what Roger
originally visualized but evolved fur-
ther: creation is a patient spiritual
search and is always about modifying
or evolving existing definitions.

Planning is about establishing the
ground structure. In every city in the
world that people enjoy, the ground
structure is very important. It’s about
how people move around, live, cele-
brate. We're talking about intimacy,
scale, porosity, joy; these are the things
by which these cities are known. The
buildings accept change, adaptation,
and people enjoy living there because
they feel free.

The greater the integration the more
likely something is to endure. The vil-
lages around Auroville are its bones and
marrow, its muscles. What does the
Master Plan say about them? Isn’t it our
job to include them, to elevate their lives
also? If you can convince people how
worthy Auroville is, how it can change
their lives, they will want to help you
and everything will be possible.

That’s the strength of this place: all
the different components of an integral
solution are here. It’s a matter of fitting
the pieces together.

Architecture can help, but it’s less
important than the spiritual aspect. The
most important thing for you to do is to
develop your values, to evolve an
Aurovilian way of life. Only then will
an Aurovilian way of expressing it
evolve.

The most important ingredients are
belief, faith and perseverance and all of
these exist in abundance in Auroville.
So if at the moment [’'m saddened, in
the long-term I'm very optimistic that if
Auroville looks at itself afresh, pro-
foundly, it can truly become a project
of global heritage.

From an interview by Alan

Progress in the Garden of Existence
A 12-ton stone, the centre piece of the Garden of Existence, has been installed.

n April this year, Auroville
Today carried a front-page
article on designing the
Matrimandir Gardens. On
the 16th of that month the
designers moved from their
office to the site and started work
on the first of the twelve
Gardens, the Garden of
Existence. They marked
the oval shape of the
Garden and its spiral
pathway. Soon after-
wards an earth-mover
levelled the area for the
large central stone and its
surrounding  field of
white gravel.
Sri Aurobindo
speaks about existence
(sat), not only as “pure
existence, eternal, infinite, not
affected by the succession of
time...”, but also as “the stuff of
its own becoming... that has
formed itself fundamentally as
matter”. It is “the supreme
Existence which has become the
Universe”.  Following  Sri
Aurobindo, the Garden of
Existence has to express both “a
" fact of being™ as well as “a fact of
becoming.” Existence, as the
first of the twelve Gardens, is
therefore considered as the
beginning of manifestation and
evolution. Similarly twelve is,

according to The Mother, “a
symbol of manifestation, double
perfection —in essence and mani-
festation — in the creation.”

The Garden of Existence is
marked by three main elements:
a large primary stone, a spring of
water and the presence of a pink
hibiscus called by The Mother

Wi g

The hibiscus ‘psychic power in existence’

‘psychic power in existence’.
Psychic power has been
described by The Mother as
‘manifold, imperious and irre-
sistible in its comprehensive
sweetness’. The term ‘psychic
power’ also recalls the “psychic
being” which is “the soul devel-
oping in manifestation”.

The primary stone symbol-
izes fundamental matter emerg-
ing from the soil which is present
in two qualities: in the subsoil as
being, in the surface soil as
becoming. Hidden underneath
the stone, a spring, source of

manifestation, will fill a small
pool whose water will flow back
into sat (Existence). From the
source, a thin golden spiral will
spread out in the twelve gardens,
symbolising both the dynamism
of the manifestation and the fun-
damental unity of the twelve gar-
dens. The garden will also make
generous use of minerals.

The search for the
central stone was long
and eventful. By the end
of April, an ideal candi-
date was discovered in a
quarry near Mailam. But
its estimated weight of
18 tons made immediate
transportation impossi-
ble. When a suitable
crane and lorry had
finally been found, the team
learned that the stone had been
blown to pieces by a nearby
quarry blast.

In June a second stone was
identified in a quarry near
Thiruvakarai. The new stone,
weighing about 12 tons, was
slightly smaller than the first one
but of a pleasing shape. To guard
against any mishaps three mem-
bers of the Matrimandir team
kept watch over the stone until,
on June 6th, it was transported to
Auroville where it arrived in the
early evening.

The four entrances completed

The shields of the South and East entrances of the Matrimandir have
finally been fitted with their unique centre pieces.

he Mother gave

the four npillars

with the entrances

to the Matrimandir

the names of the

four aspects of the Mahashakti.

The north pillar is

Mahakali, the aspect of

strength; the West pillar is

Mahasaraswati, the aspect

of perfection in works; the

South pillar is Maheshwari,

the aspect of wisdom; and

the East pillar is

Mahalakshmi, the aspect of
beauty and harmony.

Each entrance is decorat-

ed with a large four-petalled golden disc with,
at its centre, a particular geometric shape linked
to the pillar’s distinctive significance, made
from tinted gold-in-glass tiles in different
colours. Mahakali’s is marked by a red square;
light-blue
Maheshwari by an orange hexagon; and

Mahasaraswati by a

Mahalakshmi by a pink circle.

2 Auroville Today September 2009

The Mahakali four-petalled disc
with the red square at its centre

triangle;

On June 29th, the specially
shaped centre pieces for the
Maheshwari and Mahalakshmi
entrances were lifted by crane
and fitted in place.

The  specially-coloured
tiles had been manufactured by
manually applying coloured
glass powder onto a carrier
sheet of glass. These sheets of
glass were then fired in electric
ovens where the coloured glass
powder melts and fuses with
the carrier glass. The colours
used were red (Mahakali),
turquoise  (Mahasaraswati),
orange (Maheshwari) and pink

(Mahalakshmi). After the controlled annealing of
the coloured glass, tile production followed. Glass
was cut into the required shapes, one gold and two
silver foils were placed between a plain glass sheet
and the coloured glass sheet, and the sandwiches
were subsequently fired in vacuum ovens.

Source: Matrimandir Newsletter August 2009

and Gold in Glass Pvt. Ltd.

Setting down the 12-ton stone in the Matrimandir Gardens

The unloading and posi-
tioning of the stone started
that same night. By the light
of a three-quarter moon and
lamps mounted on surround-
ing trees, two cranes lifted the
stone from the lorry and low-
ered it to the ground. A long
series of pushes and pulls
manoeuvred it into its final
position: pointing towards the
Banyan tree in the distance,
with its front end some 90
centimetres off the ground.

Source: Matrimandir
Newsletter August 2009

The orange hexagon of the Maheshwari entrance is lifted into place.
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AUROVILLE FOUNDATION |

36th meeting of the Governing Board in Auroville

he Governing Board of
the Auroville Foundation
had its 36th meeting on
July 26th in Auroville .
It was attended by all
board members — Dr. Karan Singh,
Mr. B.V. Doshi, Dr. Mallika
Sarabhai, Dr. Aster Patel, Ms.
Ameeta Mehra, Mr. A. Bagchi, and
ex-officio member Mr. Amit Khare
— with the exception of ex-officio
member Mr. S.K. Ray, the Financial
Advisor of the Ministry of Home
Affairs, who was unable to attend.
The minutes of the meeting of
the Board were made available to
Auroville by the  Working
Committee on August 25th. Here
follow some excerpts.

The Chairman, Dr. Karan Singh
opened the meeting stating that he was
happy that the Government of India had
accepted his suggestion to appoint the
Board for another term with the inclu-
sion of Shri. B.V. Doshi who replaces
the late Roger Anger. Dr. Karan Singh,
in introducing Shri. Doshi, said he is an
eminent architect who, over a long pro-
fessional career, has created a corpus of
architecture around the country that is
informed by refinement of modern
architecture in the Indian context.

The Chairman further emphasized
that the focus of all efforts should now
be the consolidation of the land within
the City area and on its planning and
development. Top priority should be
given to securing the lands that are in
private hands through the exchange with
Auroville lands located outside the
Master Plan area. He requested the total
cooperation of all the residents including
those who may have to move from their
outlying locations. Stressing the urgency
of the task, the Chairman warned that
further delay is fraught with grave risks.

The Board then passed various '

issues. It decided to recall its earlier (and

'Report of the International Advisory Council

n July 24-26, the

17th meeting of the

International

Advisory Council

took place in
Auroville, All members — Dr.
Vishakha Desai, Sir Mark Tully,
Dr. Doudou Diene, Mr. Julian
Lines and Dr. Marc Luyckx Ghisi
— were present. In accordance with
tradition, its minutes were made
available to Auroville the day after
the meeting. Here follow some
‘excerpts:

Sir Mark Tully was re-elected
as Chairman of the Council and
Mr. Marc Luyckx Ghisi as Vice-
Chairman.

The Council stated that its
general impression of Auroville is
very positive and that there is both
a practical and intuitive sense of a
forward movement. The Council
was pleased to observe a real
progress in responsible manage-
ment of Auroville by Aurovilians

much objected to) decision of introduc-
ing a compulsory co-signatory system
for the Unity Fund [see AurovilleToday
# 222, August 2007], after the HRD
Ministry ex-officio Board Member
Shri. Amit Khare explained that the
Auroville Foundation, being created by
an Act of Parliament for the specific
purpose of furthering the development
of Auroville, is an autonomous institu-
tion. This view coincided with the
views expressed by eminent Supreme
Court lawyers Shri. Soli Sorabjee and
Shri. Fali S. Nariman.

The decision to drop the co-signa-
tory system was also facilitated as in the
past years the Working Committee, the
Funds and Assets Management
Committee (FAMC) and the Auroville
Unity Fund had streamlined the finan-
cial management and accounting sys-
tems with help from the Foundation’s
internal auditors. The Board decided that
for Government of India grants, the
Secretary and the Finance and
Administrative Officer will be the sign-
ing authority; all other funds can be
signed by any two out of the four execu-
tives of the Auroville Unity Fund.

Another main topic was the building
of the city and the functioning of
L'Avenir d’Auroville. Expressing his
unhappiness at the tardiness of the city’s
planning and development, the
Chairman highlighted the need for a
more inclusive approach and better co-
ordination and cooperation between the
Working Committee, the FAMC, the
Land Coordination Committee and
L ’Avenir in this regard.

Shri. B V Doshi said that, during his
short stay in Auroville, he had visited
various areas within Auroville and also
interacted with a number of residents.
He felt that the city’s planning and
development may benefit from a critical
reappraisal. Citing an example, he said
that the ‘crown road’ that is being devel-

Governing board member Dr. Mallika Sarabhai and Gilles Guigan of
the Working Committee, along with other members of the Governing
Board at the inauguration of the Crown road

oped appears to be planned for heavy
vehicular traffic while a shaded avenue
for circumambulation around
Matrimandir for pedestrians may have
been more in consonance with Auroville
ambience.

Dr. Mallika Sarabhai was critical of
cement-concrete structures of a residen-
tial complex under construction. She
said that all new structures within
Auroville must be built, to the extent
possible, with environment-friendly
material and be environmentally sustain-
able. They must act as bench-marks for
‘green buildings’ in the country. In this
connection, the Chairman mentioned the
exemplary work done by the Auroville
Earth Institute.

The meeting then requested Shri. B
V Doshi, Dr. Mallika Sarabhai and Ms.
Ameeta Mehra to meet with the mem-
bers of L’Avenir to discuss the issues.
The Board observed that, in view of the
importance of its task, L '4venir could be
rationalised and strengthened by induct-
ing experts from various disciplines. The

IAC members from left Julian Lines, Dr. Marc Luyclkx Ghisi, Dr. Vishakha Desai and Sir Mark Tully
listen to Auroville presentations in the Town Hall (not present in photo: Dr. Doudou Diene).

meeting also welcomed a proposal from
Dr. Aster Patel to bring together men
and women of vision and expertise from
all over India and the world in a com-
mon platform for brainstorming and
interaction.

The meeting concluded by fixing
the date for its next meeting in
Auroville. The Chairman observed that
on April 4, 2010, it will be 100 years
ago that Sri Aurobindo arrived in
Pondicherry. The centenary of Sri
Aurobindo’s arrival will be celebrated
and a committee under the chairman-
ship of the Lieutenant-Governor of
Puducherry has been constituted, of
which the Auroville Foundation is also
a member. The Chairman proposed
that the Board and the International
Advisory Council meet in Auroville on
April 2 and 3, 2010 so that the mem-
bers can participate in the event. The
Board welcomed the proposal. The
Chairman advised the Working
Committee to organise suitable events
on this occasion.

parency for all funds
including
Government  funds
and advised to cancel
the co-signatory
process.

Regarding aisas,
the Council stressed
the need that natural
justice must apply to
the Aurovilians who
have been expelled
from India and
renewed its appeal
for them to return.

On the issue of
consolidating  the
lands for the city area,
the Council reiterated
its stand that
Auroville should for-
mally commit itself
to the concept of land
exchange but should
bear in mind the sen-
sitivities of those who
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themselves. It encouraged all the groups to come up
with a mechanism that allows for a stronger function-
ing of Auroville as a whole since it is clear that there is
still a lack of communication among different groups
and the inability to hear sincere criticism. “We want to
see a cohesive strategy to project Auroville as a 21st
century incubator for holistic, sustainable, innovative
solutions for the problems of this century. We there-
fore strongly recommend the various executive bodies
take up the matter of creating a cohesive message of
what Auroville stands for through specific examples
and how the experiments can serve as models not only
regionally, but also nationally and internationally.”
Members of the Council were observers at the
July 22 meeting L Avenir d’Auroville had orga-
nized with world-class experts on town planning. It
complimented L 'Avenir on doing an excellent job
in creating around them an outstanding advisory
committee. “We were very interested to hear their
advice on the necessity of having a plan for the
whole bioregion, to instil a real win-win co-evolv-
ing relation with all the surrounding villages. They
also insisted that the building of a city was not only
a physical creation but, most of all, a social, cultur-

al and spiritual creation, showing that they had a
deeper understanding of Auroville’s ideals.” The
Council stated that “Those experts have to be lis-
tened to by L 'Avenir d'Auroville team, and by the
whole community, because of their unique constel-
lation of talent and goodwill and their dedication to
working with all stakeholders. We thus advise
L Avenir, the Working Committee and other work-
ing groups to come together to create a common
and united vision. This would then help bring the
community to embrace construction of the city
along Mother’s vision adapted to today’s necessi-
ties.” The Council welcomed Governing Board
member Mr. B. V. Doshi, and felt it appropriate for
Mr. Doshi to play a dynamic role to facilitate the
relationship between the Governing Board,
L’Avenir and the community at large.

Regarding finances, the Council congratulated the
FAMC and the Budget Coordination Committee for
setting out all working procedures that were requested
by the Governing Board. “The procedures are more
transparent and things are going in a good direction.
Aurovilians are becoming more and more responsible
executives of their finances.” The Council urged trans-

have set up projects outside the greenbelt. “To this end
we propose the development of a policy document out-
lining the criteria for exchange of land, which takes
into account these sensitivities.”

Regarding Fundraising and Outreach, the Council
observed that, “as Auroville reaches new levels of
sophistication and complexity, professional skills are
needed to accomplish its goals. Training Aurovilians
(of all ages) and bringing in consultants is a critical part
of meeting the needs of the community. Raising funds
and relating to the outside world requirea specific skill
sets and preparation. The IAC will assist in making
connections between Auroville’s needs and talents
both in India and abroad with experts who understand
and share our ideals.”

The TAC, in concluding its minutes, expressed the
hope of becoming more proactive than reactive. It
stressed the need for the creation of clear policies and
procedures, not in order to smother the Auroville spirit
and freedom but rather to promote transparency, trust
and collaboration.

The Council decided to have it next meeting in
December 2009 followed by a meeting with the
Governing Board on April 1st-4th, 2010.

In brief

Crown Road open

The first stretch of the Crown
Road was opened on July 25th
by Dr. Karan Singh. The Road
Service has urged Aurovilians to

consider the stretch not as a fast

connection between two places,
but as a road to inner quietude
and so to drive at a speed of 25

. km/h. Experiments with speed

breakers are ongoing to help all
follow the directive. The Road

© Service has committed itself to

continue the research on the
road to manifest beauty, comfort
and security.

Skynet closes down
Skynet, Auroville's own Network
provider, ended its operations on
August 25, 2009 after six years
of service. With the advent of
broadband connectivity offered
by commercial outsiders, it could
no longer compete.

SAAMIA

On August 15, the website:
www.saamia.com started. The
acronym SAAMIA stands for ‘Sri
Aurobindo And Mother’ In
Arabic. In Arabic Saamia means
"sublime.” The website is trilin-
gual (Arabic, English, and
French). It aspires to offer trans-
lations of Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother's writings into Arabic.
For more info contact organiser
Zackaria Moursi at
zackaria_moursi@gmax.ch

Tamil Heritage
Centre starts

The foundation stone of the
Tamil Heritage Centre was laid
on August 23rd, Ganesh
Chathurthi day, at a site in the
compound of Bharat Nivas, the
Pavilion of India in the

Handicapped access
to Pitanga

The cultural centre Pitanga at
Samasti, which is used by about
600 people a week, is now pro-
viding wheelchair-friendly
access. A bathroom for handi-
capped persons and a special

. parking area will follow.

Land Consolidation

| The Working Committee and

the Funds and Assets
Management Committee have

| called for feedback on the

planned exchange of lands out-

. side the Master Plan area to

" consolidate those within it
. Members
| groups

~ meetings to discuss the possibili-

" ties of finding a harmonious and
. realistic agreement for all indi-

of all concerned
participated in two

viduals and groups concerned. A
total of 50 acres of land was
identified for possible exchange.

Ortimigin the use
of outside lands

The FAMC has formed a Land
Resources Development Task
Force to look into the optimal
use of Auroville lands outside
the Master Plan area which have
potential to generate short,
medium and long-term benefits
for the township.

Recordings by old
time residents
Auroville Archives has started
voice and video recordings of
old-time  Aurovilians.  The
recordings document when they
came to Auroville and what they
have been doing, so that future
generations may have some idea
what it meant to participate in
the early days of what The
Mother described as a 'Living
Laboratory'.
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~ PLANNING THE CITY

“You can't leave planning just to the planners”

David, Lata, Prashant and Suhasini are Aurovilian architects with expertise or an interest in planning who have devoted considerable thought to how best we
can develop the urban fabric of Auroville. Here they share some of their insights as well as their frustrations with the present planning process.

he Galaxy model of the

township has not always

enjoyed a good press.

Some have seen it as a

symbol of outdated plan-
ning which puts buildings before the
environment and favours rigid cen-
tralised control over organic growth.
Yet many people have been inspired,
and continue to be inspired by it. “The
Galaxy is a beautiful concept,” says
Lata. “In the original model there is this
very beautiful transition from the inside
to the outside.” adds Prashant. “But
more than that, it is the force it repre-
sents. It’s-so dynamic, spiralling and
radiating outward.”

Neither Lata nor Prashant would
favour trying to literally translate the
Galaxy concept on to the ground. They
are keenly aware that it takes no
account of ground realities like topog-
raphy and water flows and would need
to be modified accordingly. Yet both
feel that the present planning process
betrays the original inspiration. “When
I arrived in 2003 and read the Master
Plan, my first reaction was, ‘What have
they done to the Galaxy?’” says Lata.
“If you look at what has been built and
is being built at present, there is not a
single thing which helps manifest the
Galaxy. On the contrary, the planners
seem fo be trying to destroy it.”

A true Galaxy has no edges

Prashant points out how the pro-
posed Crown Road, which has now
begun to be built, will break the flow of
the Galaxy and that the proposed radial
roads will accentuate this process by
dividing the township up into smaller
pieces. “You will just get sections: it
will look pathetic.” In fact, eminent
planners like Dr. Doshi and Professor
K.T.Ravindran (who is an adviser to
L ’Avenir d’Auroville, the present plan-
ning group) have said that the Galaxy
should not be rigidly confined to a
radius of 2.5 kilometres. It should be cir-
cling out into the larger region, for a true
Galaxy has no edges.

“If T look at the plan Aurovilian
architect Anupama made for the inner
city in collaboration with Roger,” says
David, “I don’t see the Galaxy in there.
If you look at how Roger worked as an
architect, his buildings are like individ-
ual jewels — they are objects in space,
sculptures. If you see the present Town
Hall, Media Centre and Anupama’s
inner city development plan, it is clear
that the whole of the city is to be devel-
oped as individual buildings, with some
connected by covered passages as a
token gesture. In the end this is a true
mirror of where we stand as a society
today —each project being insular, total-
ly isolated in its landscape and with no
unity in our diversity. But we have to
ask ourselves if this is what we want.”

Suhasini takes a different tack.
“What interests me most is building an
urban society, a society which is non-
competitive and goes beyond different
ethnic, social and cultural backgrounds
to create an urban form of living that
would answer to the crisis which
humanity faces today in relation to the
environment and scarce resources. [
believe this was one of Mother’s inten-
tions when she created this project and
the particular form the city takes is less
important than her intention. Actually, I
think the Galaxy has been an obstacle to
realizing this. Trying to decide on what
is essential about the Galaxy has divided
us and wasted a lot of our energy. We
are so fixed on the form that we have
neglected the true function of this city.”

David recalls a conversation with
one of Roger’s inner circle who had told
him that the task of the Aurovilians was
simply to build the city. “I told him I
was not hired as an architect from out-
side to come and build a city; I've come
here to be an Aurovilian and to do the
yoga whilst building it. It’s actually
quite insulting to say, “You're here just
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Clockwise from top left: Lata, David, Suhasini, Prashant

to build the city’, and yet it highlights
two diametrically opposed viewpoints.
Dod we work towards human unity
through building the city or is the inner
work supposed to start after we’ve fin-
ished it? To put it another way, how
much disunity are we prepared to create
in striving for unity?”

A religious dimension?

Suhasini confirms there is a prob-
lem here. “If someone says (o the plan-
ners ‘I don’t understand your intention
in making a road like that’ — which is
happening right now regarding the
Crown road — it is taken to mean that
you are against The Mother! The city
has become a personification, the test of
your loyalty to the spiritual message of
The Mother and Sri Aurobindo. Why do
they think they have the sole authority to
interpret that message?”

“I"ve also been told that I’'m here to
build the city so I should be giving our
planners all my support,” says Lata.
“But I'm not here to build a city; I'm
here to build Auroville, which is a very
different thing. People think a city is
buildings, infrastructure, roads, but that
is not a city. A city is people, communi-
cation, interactions, aspirations; it is
something which evolves over time.”

“And, even if you build the city,
who is going to be attracted to live

there?” asks Prashant. “As Dr. Doshi |

pointed out, if you start by building
houses you will always be able to fill
them, but not necessarily with the peo-
ple you want. That’s why he favours
beginning with activities which will
attract the right people, like developing
centres of excellence based upon our
present arcas of expertise.”

Dr. Doshi does not underestimate
the difficulty. Even though he has con-
siderable experience of town planning
he says that manifesting the Galaxy
without betraying its spirit would be the
greatest challenge of all. “There’s noth-
ing in the world we can copy,” explains
David, “no precedents. As an architect,
to be part of that exploration is what
inspires me. But exploration requires
letting go of many things. I think the
problem is that many of Roger’s inner
circle are not trained designers or archi-
tects so they have had a tendency to
latch on to things like radial roads and
ring roads because it’s something they
are able to relate to. Each and every
Aurovilian has something to offer the
planning process, but those insights

which are supposed to manifest need to
be teased-out and moulded into an
inspiring workable whole.”

Fear of community participation

“Their fear is that wider participa-
tion will create chaos,” says Suhasini.
“Or else, seeing the negative reactions
to developments like the Town Hall or
the Crown road, they assume that many

areas which are part of the larger Crown
project. This was approved but the plan-
ning group did something completely
different. They only built part of the
road.

“When we asked Dr. Doshi what we
should concentrate on next, he said we
should observe where people naturally
meet and then do some small interven-
tions in these places, like planting a few
trees, providing sitting places, and then
slowly scale them up.”

“The idea is to provide spaces that
will foster the creation of a vibrant com-
munity,” clarifies Lata.

“We should focus on two or three
nodes like the Solar Kitchen plaza and
get some density,” agrees David, “but I
would also argue that collectively we
need to reconnect to the vision. Only if
we can inspire people from within will
we get a new momentum. Building
roads won't inspire anybody — it’s too
mundane. In this regard, Crownways [an
experiment in developing part of the
Crown as an urban pedestrianised area)
although it was not a fully-refined pro-
posal, got an overwhelmingly positive
response from many Aurovilians. I had
people coming up to me who said they
had always been against the Galaxy but
if that’s how the Galaxy could be inter-
preted, they were all for it.

A more creative approach to the
Galaxy

“So let’s try to use the Galaxy
more creatively and start to create
some parameters.”

What would the interviewees do if
the old planning group was dissolved
and they were invited to take up that
work? “I wouldn’t be part of it,” says
Suhasini. “There has to be a change in
the system, not the people. The present
system attracts a certain kind of person,
or people change when they get into

‘Crownways' is an extended plaza. Paths interact and intersect at different
points around the circumference of the Crown, thus creating urban experi-
ences and a cityscape more suited to the speed of travel which Mother fore-
saw. Pedestrians would have the highest priority, followed by bicycles, elec-
tric bikes and non-polluting public transport. Access for delivery and waste
disposal vehicles would be restricted. The existing radials are kept, but they
are for the use of pedestrians, cycles, electric bikes and public transport only.
Along with the development of the lines-of-sight to the Matrimandir they
provide the perfect opportunity to frame the public plazas and squares.

Aurovilians don’t want any form of
development. But this is not true. It’s
Jjust that the planners don’t ask the right
questions, they don’t engage with peo-
ple in the right debate.”

So what is the way forward? Are
there alternative approaches we should
be considering?

“We are still at the experimentation
stage, we cannot conclusively say this is
how things should be,” says Lata.
“That’s why we should be trying out
small prototypes rather than undertaking
major building.”

Prashant reveals this was the origi-
nal idea behind building a stretch of the
Crown road. “We said we will build a
short length in its entirety — not just the
road but also the accompanying cycle
paths, drainage and pedestrian seating

those positions for the system does not
allow for anything other than an ideo-
logical rigidity.

“If this experiment is to succeed, it
must come from the people. One of
Auroville’s most successful projects to
date is the land management work, and
that succeeded because it was an activity
that everybody could identify with, and
everybody could do it in their own way
while adding to the entire picture. Now
we need something similar for urban
development.

“So as a community we need to
identify what we want to do here, the
core activities we want to nurture over
the next 5-10 years on the basis, of
course, of certain non-negotiables. For
example, creating an urban society with
a certain density pattern which allows
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mixed land use for a diversity of cul-
tures. Then the Master Plan can evolve
out of that.”

“We have to get the community
involved, there’s no alternative,” agrees
Prashant, “and for that to happen we
have to demystify planning. The present
planning group keeps saying that plan-
ning is very complex, specialized, so
people back off. But you can’t leave
planning just to the planners; everybody
is an equal stakeholder in this and every-
body can contribute something useful.”

Aurovilians like to participate

“Many people would like to partici-
pate in the planning process,” says Lata,
“just look at how many people turned
up for the participatory planning day at
Last School recently. The recent
‘Bikescapes’ workshop also generated
a lot of positive energy and momentum,
so if more and more such events happen
and people see something manifesting,
then I think eventually L 'Avenir will
have to come around.”

But how will people’s ideas about
development get elicited and expressed?
At the recent participatory planning day
held in Last School there was a lot of
support for creating an interface between
the planners and the people. David him-
self has been helping to coordinate such
a group, Dreamcatchers, for the last
four years. “Crownways emerged from
this collective process, but although
Roger clearly appreciated some aspects
of it the whole approach seemed to be
rejected because it did not respect the
perfect circularity of the Crown.

“It then became very difficult to
have an informed discussion about the
impact of these kinds of decisions on the
Galaxy plan. We have to be very careful
we don’t get into a situation where the
powers-that-be end up just paying lip
service to people’s participation. I heard
a nice term the other day — the ‘Astro-
turf” movement. This refers to a political
strategy in the U.S. where conservative
elements set up fake “grassroots’ organi-
zations to either give the impression of
listening or to spread disinformation,
with the ultimate aim of going ahead
with their own ideas regardless. We have
to ensure there is no place for this in
Auroville.”

Opening a Pandora’s box?

“The planners think if they listen to
the people then they will open up a
Pandora’s Box. They are afraid that
wider participation will bring in new
ideas and this will threaten the purity of
the project,” says Suhasini. “That’s why
they keep telling us that everything is
done, the only reason we people are here
is to work on manifesting it. They fear
that the ego of Auroville architects, in
particular, will get in the way of the work
which Mother wants them to do.”

So how does one get beyond this?

“We have to evolve a process that
gives form fto the grassroots voice, but
you don’t have to go to the planners
with that voice. Once people start think-
ing about what they want to do in a
proactive rather than a reactive manner,
this will have its own momentum. After
all, L Avenir is really just a group of
people who are holding office for a lim-
ited period of time. The real develop-
ment is taking place where projects are
being drawn up and funding found.
True, they still have to pass through the
narrow gates of L 'Avenir to be official-
ly recognised as a community project,
but once the community momentum
builds sufficiently, other channels will
be found. So let the present planning
group remain where they are. One day
the flow will simply bypass them,
meandering round their gates.

“If people want to grow here, to
live a richer life, they have to find a
voice and get more concerned about
development. Then the game will
evolve as we play it.”

Based on interviews by Alan
















