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WHAT THE GUIDE BOOKS
SAY ABOUT AUROVILLE
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.._GSII tourists, visitors and guests whe come in ever increasing numbers.
How does Aurovilie receive them? And what more could be done? A critical look at the situation today.

hat is it like to live in

a place which has

become a tourist

attraction? It means
being pushed off the road by
careering buses and taxis, inter-
minable queues at the Pour Tous
stall and Solar Kitchen (50 extra
guests a day during the peak sea-
son). constant enquiries about
vour “good name”, “native coun-
Iy and “what is there to see?”,
discovening that the forest has
become a picnic site for Pondy
lowebirds with oversized stereo
systems. and overhearing guests’
preoccupations with exchange
rates, malaria remedies and the
best time to visit Sai Baba’s
Ashram. It means the mushroom-
ing of souvenir shops, massage
facilities, and of dubious-looking
‘bistros’ on the road into
Auwroville and in Kuilapalayam
village. It means tensions at the
Mzinimandir as more and more
people try to visit the Inner Chamber during
the visitors® hour, tensions at the Visitors
Cenire restaurant as people complain about
the prices, tensions at the beach as local and
middle-class Indians from Pondy come to
ogle expanses of white female flesh, ten-
sions at the Christmas Fair and New Year
party as they are invaded by unwelcome
gatecrashers. At the height of the tourist sea-
son, with unfamiliar faces everywhere, it
means the unmistakable sense of the dilution
of community.

But it can also mean something else. A
fresh injection of energy and idealism from
those guests who roll up their sleeves and get
involved and, for us Aurovilians, the contact
with new ideas, new perspectives which can
challenge our small-town preoccupations.

Visitors and guests. They come in all
shapes, sizes and nationalities, and they
come for many different reasons. There are
the busloads on multi-stop temple tours who
are disgorged for a brief halt at the Visitors

Brisk business at the Boutique d’Auroville

Centre and Matrimandir, the day-trippers
from Madras or Pondy drawn by the green-
ery and foreign faces, the VIPs who insist
upon visiting Matrimandir at any time of the
day or night, students on exchange or
extended study programmes, friends and
family of Aurovilians, organised groups
from the West using Auroville as an exotic
backdrop to their programmes of therapy
and consciousness-raising, film-makers,
journalists, retirees looking for a new home,
sun-worshippers, middle-aged hippies, con-
men. Seekers.

Twenty five years ago it was different. In
those days if you turned up and wanted to
lend a hand, you could usually find a bed
and food at little or no expense. Of course in
those days there were not many trees, water
often had to be pumped manually and toilets
were two planks over a hole in the ground.
So there were not so many takers. Today, in
addition to the Matrimandir, we have forests,
guest-houses and rooms catering to almost
all pockets, restaurants
and snack bars, a bou-
tique selling quality
handicrafts, high-class
cultural events, beach
facilities, an assortment
of health, healing and
consciousness-raising
therapies available at
(compared to the West)

Tourists at
Matrimandir

rock-bottom prices, and a fascinating hybrid
of cultures. And just down the road is Pondy
with its iced beer, silk shops and Indo-
French ambience. So it's not exactly surpris-
ing that Auroville is firmly on the national
and international tourist circuits.

What is surprising, however, is that we
as a community have never come together to
discuss what this means, what we want, and
whether we can change things. It's as if we
woke up one morning to find that the wave
has swept over us and now we are struggling
to cope with it. Responses differ. Some
Aurovilians, preferring to keep visitors out
completely resist putting up signposts and
want to keep some of the roads in a perma-
nent state of disrepair. Others see visitors
and guests primarily as a source of income
and hasten to set up all kinds of tourist-relat-
ed ventures. Others again, wanting to help
those who come with a real desire to under-
stand what is going on, offer Introduction to
Auroville weeks as well as work opportuni-
ties in various settlements for those who are
interested (see box).

With so many contradictory attitudes
prevalent, it's no wonder that our approach is
unfocussed, that comparatively few
Aurovilians want to take up visitor or guest-
related work, and that visitors can't make out
whether we love them or loathe them. How
can we change all this? Perhaps we should
begin by accepting that many different types
of visitors will continue to be drawn here,
whether we like it or not, and see how best to
deal with them. One category are those on
bus tours and other casual visitors who have
little time, or inclination, to make more than

(continued on page 2)
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to make more than a superficial contact.
Clearly, the Visitors Information Centre
should be serving their needs. However, the
Centre is at a low ebb at present, unable to
get enough Aurovilians to help in the very
challenging work of dealing with visitors,
offering somewhat overpriced food in the
cafeteria, and plagued by power problems
which result in many visitors being wel-
comed to Auroville by the dulcet tones of a
diesel generator. If Auroville realised that
the Visitors Centre is our crucial first ‘bund’,
preventing the run-off of casual visitors into
other parts of the community, perhaps we
would put more energy into making it per-
form the task for which it was intended: a
quality one-stop introduction to Auroville
for those who need no more.

Those who stay in Auroville as guests
are another category. At present any guest is
free (on purchase of a Guest Card) to stay in

THE SITUATION AT MATRIMANDIR

ince the completion of the Inner
Chamber of the Matrimandir, there
has been an increasing flow of day-
visitors interested in going up into the
unfinished structure to see the room and the
crystal. They may come out of curiosity, or
because their temple or sightseeing tour
offers this visit as part of its itinerary, or per-
haps because they are sincerely devoted to
The Mother and consider a visit to the cham-
ber as Her darshan. Every day special
arrangements are made to receive these visi-
tors and to allow them to have a brief look at
the Chamber without entering inside. On
Christmas Day last a record number of 2,030
people filed past the Chamber within one
hour.
It has not been an easy matter for those

' dealing with the visitors to ensure that all

goes well and that there are no untoward
incidents. On working days there are consid-
erably fewer people queuing up than on peak
days, but there is always a risk of people
misbehaving. Incidents of drunkenness and
other untoward behaviour have occurred,
forcing those in charge of guiding the visi-
tors to be on the alert.

There have been complaints from some
visitors about the strict discipline that is in
force: visitors are not only asked to keep
absolute silence when queuing up to enter
the Matrimandir, they are also requested to
leave their footwear, bags and cameras in
safe keeping at a considerable distance from
the entrance. The result is that they must
walk along a gravel path for some 75 metres
towards the building in single file, barefoot
and in complete silence. When joining one
of these queues, my experience was that one
actually hears the silence and feels Peace
descending, although this is not everybody’s

almost any Auroville guest house, to use
community services like the bus service to
Pondicherry, and to attend community activ-
ities like seminars, cultural events, fairs and
bonfires. However, if we as a community
agreed that the kind of guests we would like
to encourage would be genuine seekers and
those prepared to give energy to the project
rather than sun and exotica seekers, we
should also be willing to construct addition-
al bunds. For example, guests who want lit-
tle more than sun, sea and food should not,
perhaps, be able to avail themselves of all
the community facilities, and they could be
directed to guest houses on the periphery or
outside the community. The more central
places like Centre Guest House could then
cater only for those who want to be more
involved. As a concomitant to this, we
should provide more opportunities for com-
mitted guests to involve themselves in com-
munity life and to learn about our spiritual
foundations, and we should construct far

experience. A Dutch educational-
ist recently noted in the visitors
book: “I’ve met blue-clad guards,
barking at me. I was asked to
leave my money/passport bag
behind, which I did not. So I was
not allowed to enter. People
whom we asked for an explana-
tion shied away.” According to
Amrit, one of those handling the
stream of visitors every day, it is
mostly Westerners and, among
them, mainly French nationals
who strongly object to the disci-
pline of queuing up.

While the situation today
seems to be under control, there
may be a time in the not too dis-
tant future when the situation
becomes impossible. The num-
bers speak for themselves.
During January 1996 the number of people
visiting the Chamber during the visitors’
hour in the afternoon was 12,190. The num-
ber of visitors suddenly increased by more
than 4,000 in January last year (1998) bring-
ing the total to 16,744, and in December
1998 it had risen to 17,081. In January this
year, 22,103 people came to see the
Chamber!

Already there has been pressure from
certain quarters to extend the visiting hour or
to provide an additional hour in the morning.
It has been possible to resist this pressure so
far, by quoting Mother’s own instructions
and by ensuring strict discipline and organi-
sation. But there is a great need to create
more and better channels and reception
points.

THE ROLE OF THE VISITORS CENTRE

At present most visitors to Matrimandir
first come to the
Visitors Centre.
Here they can
get an initial
overview of
what Auroville
is. They find a
display of infor-
mation, photos

-' Viatrimandir car
~ park during the
visitors’ hour

more accommodation at the lower end of the
price scale for those—students and others on
restricted budgets—for whom much of the
present guest accommodation is too expen-
sive. For at the moment Auroville tends to
cater more for the guests who are relatively
well-heeled than for those with energy and
idealism but few financial resources.

The point behind such a proposal is sim-
ple: if we can encourage more of the type of
visitor we really want, we may be willing to
put more energy into making their stay
worthwhile.

What chance is there of a discriminating
guest policy being adopted? In the the cur-
rent climate, very little. Some Aurovilians
would object to anything that smacked of
discrimination. (In fact, of course, we are
already discriminating: we refuse to serve
alcohol in our guest-houses, and many
Aurovilians are quite choosy about whom
they will accept as a guest.) Others would
object that it would be too complicated, too

bureaucratic, to operate a two-tier guest sys-
tem. Yet others would question how the
motivations of guests could be assessed,
although Verite’s experience of specifying
their guest house conditions seems to work
well (see accompanying article). The main
stumbling-block to the adopting of such a
proposal, however, may well be the econom-
ic factor. Guests and visitors are a major
source of income, and it’s often pointed out
that if we don’t cater sufficiently to the gen-
eral tourist trade, others living around us def-
initely will (and are already doing so), with a
consequent loss of revenue to the community.

But what is the alternative? If Auroville
is, above all, an experiment in conscious-
ness, if it is as much an energy field, a col-
lective soul as it is a material manifestation,
then it makes little sense—and may be posi-
tively dangerous—to risk exposing the sen-
sitive seedling to contact with those, albeit a
minority at present, who may have no inter-
est in Auroville’s raison d’etre.

Crowds at the Visitors Centre getting a first overview of Auroville

and literature, and the staff is ready to
answer questions. Free passes are issued to
those wanting to visit Matrimandir. But all in
all, the reception leaves much to be desired.

Auroville’s Visitors Centre was complet-
ed in 1991. Already then it housed a recep-
tion and information section, a cafeteria and
a branch of the Boutique d’Auroville, and
there were more plans. The idea was to make
it into a demonstration project where visitors
to Auroville could get a taste of alternative
energy and alternative building techniques,
see videos introducing Auroville and
Matrimandir and meet Aurovilians at the
Cafeteria. There was the idea for a shuttle
bus running between Matrimandir and the
Visitors Centre.

However, while good videos on
Auroville and Matrimandir exist, no videos
are being screened there at present, for the
monitor has been out of order for months.
The reception room with the photographic
display and models of the Galaxy town plan
and the Matrimandir is on the small side, and
some of the photographs badly need replac-
ing. Plans for a money-generating parking
lot and a shuttle bus for visitors have not yet
manifested. The Cafeteria offers some
snacks, tea and cool drinks, but had to
increase their prices to inordinately high lev-
els due to cold storage problems, and so it is
avoided by most Indian tourists. The cold
storage problem in turn is due to the lack of

- power. Why? Because the whole Visitors

Centre was set up to run exclusively on alter-
native energy, and the funding to make this a
reality has never been adequate.

A year ago, a group of Aurovilians got
together to look after the Visitors Centre, but

the energy has dissipated since. At present
the lack of competent and energetic people
to tackle the many issues around the Visitors
Centre seems to be the main problem.

One of those issues is improving the
communication and collaboration between
the Matrimandir and the Visitors Centre.
Entry into Auroville for visitors—who come
in buses and by taxis, private cars and vans,
motorbikes and cycles—needs to be better
controlled. At present there are various
points of entry into Auroville, and despite
efforts to direct the main flow of traffic to
the Visitors Centre via the Edayanchavadi
village road, many try to access the
Matrimandir directly via other routes, and
some succeed.

But to be fair, things could be worse. The
Auroville Visitors Centre with its arches and
domes and light yellow earth brick is a mag-
nificent place, with the scope and likelihood
of becoming even more magnificent. The
volunteers (wo)manning the information
section are doing a good job dealing as they
have to with busloads of tourists every day.
Giving information to tourists who often
hardly know the first thing about Auroville
when they arrive here is not a much sought-
after job.

If the situation seems to be stagnating at
present, one positive development is that
plans are underway to build several outlets
for Auroville’s commercial units at the
Visitors Centre. This will definitely create a
better Aurovilian presence and the money so
generated should go towards improving the
infrastructure.

Annemarie
(with thanks to Amrit and Gillian)
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HOW MANY GUESTS AND
WHAT IS ON OFFER TO THEM?

0 get an indication of how many guests
Twere accomodated in Auroville during
the guest season, we checked with the
=nzncizl Service. During the meonth of
~anuary 1899, 166 guest passes had been
==.=d by them to guests staying in the com-
Tuo%y, either in guest-houses or at
Suroviizns’ homes. Last year between
~&r_=ry and June a total of around 850 pass-
2= w=re issued. This gives an idea of the
Twmoers, but not an accurate one. The num-
2er = likely to be higher, as not all guests
S=20na in Auroville obtain a guest pass.
=or e guest pass, a contribution of
== 50 cer day is requested, which helps to
2owsr Tz maintenance costs of Auroville’s
srastruciure. Guest passes are issued for
curztion of the visit. With it guests can,
Smorong o an accompanying leaflet, visit
®e Mzriman dir, atiend courses at Pitanga
=2l gan eniry 1o Repos Beach as well as
T various cultural events. A banking
s=rwe= = 20 offered—guests can deposit
mumey = e Gnancial Service to cover
Egensss Tey incur from the use of various
Smiiies such == Pour Tous siall and snack
B ==Smwam= znd cai=teria. the Bakery, the
i O 2n0 Pharmacy, email and inter-

=SS =T
IETTNE T DNDW THE COMMUNITY
Sy Trmess o=t o oow ths

el £ T 3 S ocucion

Msmmu-
La-F & B unog Rl
I:—“mhemt}
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= o r==Eor 7 Leoeile Sooc
Pozsmng. Samesh Balery, HERS and
i 2ol

= Depes = '—*r*.::" I- in the gardens,
=t Wi T =ying of marble mosaic and
bisiicgl Lo

= g=iem or greenwork at Pitchandikulam,
Se=ws=igmon and Adventure;

= ==cmng of handicrafts for Village Action.

R3S

& == pisthora of new-age type courses
WS on oFzr in January, on payment of a con-
Tiutos. for guests who want fo increase
TEr an=r=nsss in various areas.

= 2cdon o learning more about Circle
Zamce T2 Chi, Reiki and Astrology, one
DmeC pariicipaie in workshops—often
ammounced on colourful and creative looking
pest=rs—ander ihe following headings:
= Ows=t Mind, Open Heart, Radiant Body
= Soirruality and Family Reconstruction
= Zywrveda for All
= S=%-nzzling and Cellular Consciousness

e

= 2072 —Reviewing our Myths about the

e

= _=folding Awareness

= Desp Sharing

= =oiy Selzationship, Poly Family—shifting
e “couple paradigm”

= Mantrz. Music, Meditation

= Sage-Tzla: Anintroduction to Indian
Cizssical Music

= =2 tssence/Australian Healing Rocks,
Sams and Stones

= Sayiul Seif-Discovery
=or rezlaxation and body-correction one

Zoo - paricipate in a ten-day Retreat at Quiet

S=200 with various treatments and masssage;

¢ =2tha Yoga classes at Pitanga, New

Cr=="on and elsewhere; and get reflexology

T=aiment with Arlette at Quintessence

Integrating guests into the community

érité, a small intentional community
Vthat promotes ecological living with

renewable energy systems and organic
gardens, works towards consciously inte-
grating guests into the community life.
“Sharing” is the key word in Verite’s
approach towards guests. The community
collectively looks after the needs of the
guests, and more importantly, share their
meals with them. Guests, who generally
have to stay for a minimum of one week, are

. asked to respect if not participate in the

ideals of Vérité. At the basic level of physi-
cal comfort, this means that guests have to
live with the tincertainties of renewable
energy systems and experimental waste
water recycling systems. They are also
expected to join the community in doing
daily duties such as helping out in the
kitchen.

Vérité actively fosters educational devel-
opment by giving priority to guests who are

either students desiring to learn from
Auroville or teachers who are chosen for
their ability to facilitate individuals, both
Aurovilians and guests, in their path of inte-
gral development. The GeoCommons
Group, who bring student interns from the
USA to learn from the community of
Auroville, is now hosted by Vérité twice a
year for a total period of four months. In
addition, many individual guests find their
way to Vérité throughout the year and expe-
rience the supportive and healing environ-
ment it can offer to one’s inner exploration
and growth process.

The income earned from guests goes
towards maintaining and improving commu-
nity infrastructure as well as supporting
Vérité’s workers. The two halls of Vérité are
among the facilities created to further both
educational development and community
processes, and every month a regular pro-
gramme of training and workshops is

Others also cater for our visitors: a new restaurant on the road o Auroville

offers an introduction to Auroville and

tours of South India to individuals and
groups. The states covered by their tours
include Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka,
Maharashtra and Goa.

“The idea to start such a service came
about naturally” says Joster, the founding
executive of Inside India. “In the early
nineties I started the Auroville Guest
Programme [see below]. I was then flood-
ed with requests
from  wvisitors
Auroville for mfor-
mation  regarding
places to visit and hotels in South India. T
found myself spending a lot of time and
energy in providing them with this infor-
mation as well as in some cases working
out complete itineraries. Since the
Auroville Guest Programme was a volun-
tary service that catered only to people vis-
iting Auroville and already took up a lot of
time, there was a clear need to create Inside
India as a separate venture.”

The services offered by Inside India
spread by word of mouth, among
Aurovilians as well as friends of Auroville.
Travel agencies abroad were happy to dis-
cover the quality of the tours offered by
Inside India, and to use them and recom-
mend them to others. Many of the tour
requests include a wish to explore
Auroville. “I usually lead such groups,
spending one or two days with them intro-
ducing the different aspects of Auroville.
For groups who have more time, we con-

Inside India is a commercial unit that

'Inside India

duct in-depth introduction seminars with
the help of a number of Aurovilians. For
our tours, which focus on a specific theme
such as yoga, spirituality or Hinduism, we
work with experienced tour guides.
Joster’s partner Shama, who in addition to
her work as an architect began to assist
Joster with the Guest Programme, soon dis-
covered that she had a liking and aptitude
for this work.

In the peak guest season from
December to Feb-
ruary, Inside India
deals with as many
as ten different
groups, and several individual first-time
travellers—a total of about 150 to 200 peo-
ple. “Business is expanding;” smiles Joster,
“we are now concentrating on investing the
profits into infrastructure. At the same
time, I continue to maintain my links with
the Auroville Guest Programme—Inside
India pays for its maintenance and opera-
tional costs.”

Inside India has recently put up its web-
site on the Internet: www.inside-india-
tours.com

The Auroville Guest Programme offers
information and centralized booking of
accommodation in Auroville’s guest-
houses. It also handles numerous email
enquiries. Presently it is housed at the
Solar Kitchen building, Auroville 605101,
India. Ph. +91-413-622704.

Fax +91-413-622274.

E-mail: avguests@auroville.org.in
Bindu

VISITORS’ COMMENTS

These are extracis from the Visitors
hook at the Visitors Centre information
counter, gleaned from the past few months’
entries. There were many positive com-
ments, hardly any negative. Judging from
the entries in the book, the day visitors
looking at the exhibition are about 90% of
Indian origin.

“It is very informative and will create interna-
tional brotherhood.” (Ram Kumar, Indian,
Gen Secretary, SBI, Delhi)

“Just wandering around, big place, kinda lost,
shall go on exploring.” (Canadian photogra-
pher)

“Words cannot express the inner pleasure
and peace we experienced. We are already
feeling the unseen blessings of Sri MA, since
the day we arrived in Pondy, ie. 27th
January. Hope we will come back again and
again to this place. May Mother bless my
family.” (Devasis and Bindu, Indian)

“Alas | passed this way on Sunday - thus it
still eludes me! (Scottish nurse)

“| saw the exhibition and found it quite inter-
esting and useful. Very neatly maintained.”
(B. Rajkumar, Indian, Chennai)

I've seen lots and lots of expats happily dri-
ving on their cute bikes and scooters and
many more Indians working all over the
place Funny place. I'd love to hear from
you.” (Tina Bruinsma, educational consultant
Holland. )

“The place is very well built, the ideal thought
provoking and indeed a very good concept.
Though it would no doubt take a lot to realise
Mother’s ‘Dream’. | hope people realise that it
is more than a little realisation away.” (Indian)

“I  find everything to the SOUL”
(V.D.Somasundaram, Indian, business)

“It is a place which has quietness and peace
of mind both of which are so rare. Hope the
dream comes true.” (Supriya Sen, Indian stu-
dent from Vellore)

“| have been staying at Auroville for five days
now, and have just begun to explore the
development. | find it so peaceful here, that |
want to take full advantage and do nothing.
This is an incredibly inspiring place and | look
forward to returning in the future. Om Namo
Bhagavate.” (Paul Eagle, Canadian student)

“To find peace in life one must visit Auroville!
It's a wonderful place! Bridge between the
god and human being!” (Vinodbhai J. Patel,
Indian in business, from USA)

“I Am Impressed By Cleanliness Of Roads.”
(Dr. Rajshree S. Gaitonde, American doctor-
physician, USA)

“This place gives hope for sustainability com-
ing true.” (Michael & Ingrid, engineer in agri-
culture, Austria.)

“The ideas of the Aurovillians is indeed of
great significance for bringing back the
integrity of our torn nation. Bravo! and all the
best for fulfilling it.” (Mr. R. Prabhakaran with
16 students, Indian teacher from Vellore)

“A quiet moment in India.”
Dutch Manager)

(Jenny Elissen,
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FASHION DESIGNERS

FOUR FOR FASHION
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or Uma, designing clothes is upasana—a way of

loving and serving the Divine. “What I am aspiring

for,” says Uma, a young Indian graduate from the

National Institute of Fashion Technology (a premier
fashion design school in India), “is to drape the soul. For
years, I had been trained in working with the “vital statis-
tics’ of the body, the 34-26-38 dimensions of a woman’s
figure, but now I am beginning to experiment on how I can
design clothes that will enhance the personality of an indi-
vidual soul. The ancient sages of India had four different
categories for classifying different types of women based on
the body proportions and these categories were further sub-
divided on the basis of the predominant ‘humour’—vata,
pitta, or kapha—that determined the nature of an individual.
It is a fascinating and endless study to discover the body as
a temple of the soul and to dress it as such.

“It does not always work the way I want it though,” she
adds ruefully. “Last fall, 1 designed a whole range in white,
with embroidery and with mirrors, for women. Women,
especially in India, have always been decorating themselves
in colour, and I wanted them to come back to the essential
purity of white. And for the men, who tend to dress them-
selves in dark, sober colours, I designed kurtas (loose Indian
shirts) and trousers in colourful cotton-prints from
Rajasthan. But what happened was that the women bought
and wore my men’s collection! The white blouses and

. dresses were appreciated but they were perhaps too pure
and unsuitable for the mud roads of Auroville.”

Uma came to Auroville in 1996 to work for two weeks
on a design project for the garment unit Auromode. But
within a few days, she was so touched by the ideals and
more so the force of Auroville that she stayed on. She
worked for Auromode for a while, especially designing for
their boutique Kalki in Pondicherry and the export market.
But it was with the costumes she designed for two Auroville
theatre productions, “Mantra™ and “Savitri” that she shot
into prominence in Auroville as a designer. So when she
branched out on her own with a single tailor as the
“Upasana design studio,” diverse individuals lent her a
hand. “Jesus offered me space to work at his dyeing unit,
Colours of Nature, even converting his bedroom to a tailor-
ing workshop during the day, and Miriam made space for
my products in the Boutique d’Auroville. Later Prema of
Auromode lent me money when I ran out of the initial
working capital that I had borrowed from my brother,”
recalls Uma. “I am intensely grateful to all of them, and
more so to the Mother for the way she arranges things.”

Uma has not looked back since. Her first collection of
blouses and dresses for women in hand-woven
Kancheepuram cotton with an overlaying patch-work tech-
nique that is unique to Uttar Pradesh took Auroville by
storm. The chic elegance of the colours, the ethnic motifs
and the reasonable price were all highly appreciated. Within
a year, Upasana proved to be the bestseller in the Auroville
boutique. Currently Upasana offers women’s clothing both
Indian and Western in style, and Indian clothing for men.
But Uma intends to soon move into designing Western
casuals with an Indian touch.

“What I wanted to add and what was missing in this
field in Auroville, is the rich heritage of India. Traditionally
India has the widest range of fabrics, colours, weaving and
printing techniques in the world. But it is only recently that
Indian designers have come of age. I try to mould tradition-
al designs and cuts to suit contemporary taste. I prefer nat-

ural and eco-friendly fabrics. At most, I will use viscose, for
though it is a synthetic material, it is bio-degradable. And as
far as possible, I try to use hand-woven cloth, natural dyes
and hand-block prints for my clothes. During my years as a
student, I came to discover master-craftsmen in this field all
over India, and at present I work with some thirty of them
based mostly in Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Maharastra
and Rajasthan. These men are truly artists. Their families
have been practising this craft for centuries. And though
they often work in appalling conditions, they work for the
love of their craft and the beauty of their product and not for
money. The dynamics of working with them is completely
different from ordering your cloth from a mill. I can’t order
in bulk nor can I be sure that they will be able to carry out
my requests for a particular colour or print. But I dream of
creating a national network of all the traditional craftsmen
that work with cloth and of expressing the whole range of
Indian fabric, patterns and techniques, the best of each state
from Kashmir to Kanyakumari.”

Keeping her outfits affordable is another consideration
for Uma. “I don’t want to design only for the rich,” says she.
“If people truly like my clothes, I want them to be able to
buy and wear them.” Apart from the Auroville boutique,
Uma also has an outlet for her clothes in New Delhi where
her modestly-priced dresses are popular among college stu-
dents, and in a boutique in Ahmedabad where she happens
to be a guest faculty member in the NIFT branch.

At present Upasana operates out of the thatched hut that
Uma shares with her partner Manoj in Bliss. The verandahs
house Uma’s designing table and serve as working space for
the four tailors and four women she employs for hand-
stitching. Inside, the little hut is stacked with woven cotton
from Kancheepuram, hand-block prints from Rajasthan and
ikat from Andhra Pradesh. She is building a studio in the
Industrial Zone and plans to expand into the area of hand
flat-knitting, opening a whole new range of creative possi-
bilities.

COCO O{ AUFOPGCAGI?G:
A l)lj[ pla ql(ul

“Hope springs eternal in the human breast,” says
Alexander Pope, meaning that people always hope for the
best, even in the face of adversity. ‘Hope’ is also the name
of one of Auroville’s outlying communities, close to the
Tindivanam-Pondicherry road. “Hope is actually
Auroville’s second oldest community, after Promesse. The
name had been given by Mother, who used to take
Ashramites to this place for picnics under the Banyan tree,”
says Coco. In 1974, Shyam Sunder, who was then in charge
of day-to-day affairs, asked Coco to take care of Hope. In
1980 she was joined by Clemens who became her partner.
“Originally I hated the place,” says Coco, “as it was so far
from everywhere. But it became clear that this was really
the place where Mother wanted me to be, so I accepted and
we soon started to create a number of workshops.” There
was a food-processing unit called Delicacies, a garment unit
called Aurorachana [the Sanskrit word for Aurocreation, the
name given by the Mother for all of Auroville’s handicrafts
units], a fish farm called Golden Tilapia, and there is the
recently created “Ambiente,” a unit renovating old furni-
ture. “Pope’s proverb suits this community very well,” says
Coco, “for Delicacies has gone out of business, and the fish
farm became a financial debacle which drained all our
financial resources and created a big loss. But my tailoring
unit is still in full swing, and our furniture renovation work-
shop has truly started to blossom. ‘Hope® was indeed what

Shalwar-
Kameez
(design by Ums

Prize-winning
Elvis Presley ca
tume (design &
Coco) A

kept us moving, and in our case we have to add ‘trust’ as
well,” she laughs.

We are sitting in Coco’s living room, in the presence of
one cat (the 24 other ones are roaming around outside, I'm
told), a dog and a whimsical collection of Indian furniture,
objets d’art, etchings, a fish tank, bowls and mirrors: it
looks like an antique shop. Coco, animated, a cigarette near-
by in an ashtray, quite obviously enjoys the scene and does-
n’t mind the great wooden jumble of chairs, tables, and cup-
boards in all conditions piled in front of the house and
awaiting storage in a decent storeroom which is being built.

How did Coco enter the field of design and garments?
“In the fifties and early sixties I was a photographer in
Germany,” she recalls. “Then I went into modelling in
Germany, Italy and France, where I earned the nickname il
Coco (my original name is Christiane) as someone told me
I resembled Coco Chanel. With the money earned I started
a fashion boutique in Munich. My first fashion show took
place in Munich in 1963, and it was unique as the catwalks
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