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Auroville’s visitors and guests

The past guest season has been the busiest by far. The tensions it has generated in Aurovilians and visitors alike is raising searching questions like, what are
our expectations of visitors and guests? What can they bring? Can we do more for them? And how can we prevent Auroville becoming, as one Aurovilian

put it, “a second Goa"?

t’s not just the volume of
guests which is different this
year. Some Aurovilians feel
that, while many guests are
attracted by the ideal, we are
increasingly attracting a different
kind of visitor, one more interested
in attending cheap workshops, or
simply “chilling out”. On the other
hand, some guests complain that
“Auroville just wants our money.”
So what is the reality? And
what can we do about it?

Day visitors

To begin with, we need to dis-
tinguish between day visitors and
those who stay longer in Auroville
guest-houses. Most day visitors are
handled by the Visitors Centre. The
main aftraction is, of course, the
Matrimandir. “If people are given
the freedom, they will simply rush
straight there,” says Nicole, one of
the managers of the Visitors Centre.
“I see one of our main functions as
breaking that wave so that they go
on to the Matrimandir in a quieter
state of mind. So visitors are
encouraged first to see a
Matrimandir video and an exhibi-
tion on Auroville and then they
walk, or are taken in an electric
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Matrimandir.”

Future plans include shifting the parking —
and, therefore, the ‘wave’ — further to the west of
the Visitors Centre. Visitors would then take a
short walk across a canyon and would enter the
Visitors Centre complex through a gate or portal,
“to mark they are entering Auroville’s space™.

Visiting the Matrimandir

“For us,” says Gilles, a member of the
Matrimandir Access Group, “the Visitors
Centre fulfils a crucial role in filtering and
informing visitors before they reach us. People
cannot understand that the Matrimandir is not a
temple, that it is the soul of Auroville, if they
have not first understood something about
Auroville itself.”

The Matrimandir Access Group has its own
method of “filtration’. Gilles points out that 90%
of the day visitors just want to catch a glimpse of
the Matrimandir. “For them we’ve created a view-
ing-point outside the oval because Mother said
that people will only have access to this special
area with permission.” Serious visitors have to
book in advance. They are given a short introduc-
tion explaining the meaning of the Matrimandir
and the fact that this is neither a traditional reli-
gious temple nor a place for rituals. Then they are
taken to the Chamber where they can sit for 10-15
minutes. The next time they visit, they can sign up
to attend the one-hour visitors™ meditation.

“People understand this process very well,
and they are very happy with it.”

RH Princess Maha Chakri

Sirindhom, the second daughter

of King Bhumibol Adulyadej of

Thailand, visited Auroville on

March 21st. The princess, third
in line to the throne and widely admired by the
Thai people who refer to her as Phra Thep,
meaning ‘princess angel’, was accompanied by
her niece, Ms. Ploypalin Mahidol Jensen. and
entourage.

The princess was first received at the
Matrimandir and afterwards at the Visitors
Centre by representatives of the Govemning
Board and the community, which included
Auroville’s two Thai residents. At her request
the princess, who has extensive experience in
working for development projects and was a
recipient of the Magsaysay Award for Publie
Service in 1991, was given brief presentations
on Auroville and its work in the bioregion.

Royal visitor to Auroville

o AVITRA: Auroville Intermational
Translators
o Tree Care: respecting diversity
¢ Showing promise
pages 2-3

e Auroville's visitors and guests
o Motrimandir access policy
e Visitor and guest impressions
e Statistics

pages 4-5

Day visitors at the viewing-point

But the number of visitors to the Matrimandir
is increasing dramatically — 69,000 in December,
63,000 in January and 46,000 in February, an
increase of 60% over the same months last year.
Can the Matrimandir management cope?

“It’s an extraordinary challenge,” admits
Gilles. “I see the Matrimandir as one of the main
tools to communicate something of Sri Aurobindo
and The Mother to India and the world: it is radiat-
ing something. On the other hand, I see that people
in a mass lower the atmosphere. Normally we
limit our introduction talk and experience to 70
people and another 70 people can attend the one-
hour visitors’ meditation. At Christmas and the
New Year there were so many visitors we doubled
the allocation but immediately the atmosphere in
the Chamber fell dramatically. So now our main
concern is to preserve the quality of the atmos-
phere and to favour those who are really serious.

“What we cannot do is to forbid someone
going to Matrimandir, even if we sense that a per-
son is unsuitable. In most cases you simply can’t
tell! People select themselves because we ask
them to make a little effort. As Mother said, ‘They
have to ask’.” '

Have the Matrimandir Access Group consid-
ered extending the opening time for visitors? “We
do extend it on peak days but some of us feel
strongly that generally we should confine the vis-
iting time to two hours a day.”

Providing more information

The Visitors Centre is also feeling the pres-
sure of the increased numbers of visitors through-
out the year. “It’s an enormous work for every-
body here,” says Nicole. “This year we were able
to handle it, but in the future our facilities may
become so strained that people, especially those
coming with organised tours, may have to book
ahead.”

Part of the problem is that many Aurovilians
do not want to work on the frontline at the Visitors
Centre —it’s too demanding. Yet, judging by com-
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ments in the Visitors Book, most
visitors seem very happy with their
reception: many refer to the special
atmosphere of the place. Those
with reservations are generally
frustrated by the fact that they can-
not learn more about Auroville.
“We didn’t get any clear picture of
the community but only saw some
buildings,” lamented a visitor from
Finland. “We came with a curiosi-
ty to find out more about Auroville
but we don’t know how to do this.
We feel shut out rather than wel-
comed,” said another. Others com-
plained that the exhibition in the
Visitors Centre told them nothing
about why people join Auroville or
the daily experience of living here
(although the video showing next
door provides some answers to
these questions).

“Sometimes 1 feel embar-
rassed that we offer so little,” says
Annemarie, who works at the
information desk. “I’'ve often
thought that we need to organize
one hour tours so interested visi-
tors can really get an idea of what
Auroville is like. At present, the
vast majority of people don’t have
the faintest idea. Of course, run-
ning regular tours means having to
— get permission to visit inferesting

places in the community and hav-
ing to find someone dependable to manage them —
not an easy task.”

An alternative is to provide a fuller experi-
ence of Auroville at the Visitors Centre itself. In
fact, one of the original ideas was to have a small
‘demo’ farm and workshop there, along with
examples of renewable energy applications in use
in the community. The problem once again, as
Nicole points out, is that not enough qualified
people come forward to take up the work. “It’s
comparatively easy to set up these things. The
hard part is sustaining them. But we have just put
up, with a team of concerned Aurovilians, a new
environmental exhibition which focuses upon
Auroville’s history, challenges and achievements
in relationship to the environment. It also touches
upon global issues.”

The guest situation

Some years back, the options for those who
stayed in Auroville as guests were limited: there
was the beach, a café or two, and a Matrimandir
that was under construction. Today, those who
stay in Auroville guest-houses do not complain
about not having enough to do, particularly in the
main tourist season that runs from the middle of
December until the middle of March. This past
season has seen a record number of courses,
workshops and therapies offered, on topics like
freeing the healing voice, kung fu shaolin, laugh-
ter yoga and belly dancing, as well as introduction
programmes to Auroville, the integral yoga, and
the surrounding villages. And all at rates far
cheaper than in the West or elsewhere in India.
Then there are the high-quality cultural events, the
restaurants and shops, the international ambience,
and, of course, the completed Matrimandir. So it’s
not surprising that the Auroville guest-houses,
with their capacity of 500 beds, are fully booked
up for these three months and that guest-houses,
shops and restaurants are mushrooming in the
nearby villages.
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—Tree Care: respecting diversity =

A new generation of Auroville youth brings vigorous pragmatism to the envi-

AUROVILLE UNITS

AVITRA: Auroville International Translators

“No matter the subject. We ensure high quality translations of your precious material” (the Avitra website)

ith a resident

population of

nearly 2000

individuals

coming from
more than 35 countries it isn’t
amazing that translations are part
of Auroville’s service package.
“Avitra is Auroville’s official lan-
guage service provider,” says
Michael proudly. This 45-year old
former Dutch economist joined
Auroville in 1998. But economics
wasn’t his true calling. His interest
in languages led him to start Avitra
in 1999.

Some Aurovilians were at the
time involved in translations and
language activities. “We wanted to
do things more professionally,”
says Michael. “In 1999, Lloyd and
I ran into Chandresh Patel, a member
of Auroville International USA, who convinced
us that we could offer something unique. He
loaned us the start-up capital and we got an
office, purchased the necessary computer equip-
ment and obtained access to advanced translation
software. The next step was to find people in
Auroville interested to join this experiment.”

It was more difficult than expected.
“Auroville has many qualified people in many
areas,” explains Michael. “However, translating
is not everybody’s job and we wanted to bring
people together who share the necessary charac-
teristics — competence, concentration, precision,
a sense of perfection. If you add to that things
like motivation and, particularly, availability at
short notice, you'll have to search a lot harder.
We managed to form a small team, and by trial
and error we were able to build up a group of
competent people.”

Auroville translators work freelance from
their homes and are paid per ‘source-word’. For

Michael at Avitra

some, this is their main source of income, even if
it is not always their main activity in Auroville.
For others it is a part-time involvement to help
pay for expenses they can’t easily cover from
their existing income. “Avitra is happy that it can
offer people the chance to be engaged in chal-
lenging and rewarding work,” says Michael.
Does Avitra accept everything that comes for
translation? *“Certainly not,” responds Michael.
“In the beginning we had a clear preference for
texts dealing with spirituality, social sciences,
organic farming, renewable energy and architec-
ture, as they connect to the reference points of a lot
of people in Auroville. That turned out to be hard
going, and with hardly any work coming in, we
widened out a bit. Now we are more pragmatic
and accept most material unless the subject matter
is beyond our grasp or in conflict with our ideals.”
He gives the example of an enquiry from an Indian
company for a translation of a text dealing with
nuclear technology. “Apart from the fact that [ was

personally disinclined to get
involved with something

Translations offered by Avitra

like this, we had to refuse
the job as we did not have a Source Target
qual]ﬁed DTS t? translat.e French, German, Spanish, Dutch, Italian,
the highly technical engi- Swedish, Russian, Portuguese, Finnish, > English
neering language.” At the Catalan, Hindi, Chinese, Korean, Japanese
other end of the spectrum, English, German, Spanish > French
Avitra once translated a
book for the Tibetan French, English, Spanish > Gerrman
Government in Exile. “This English, German, Italian, Portuguese > Spanish
concerned the entire politi- ;
cal philosophy of His French, English, German, Spanish > Dutch
Holiness the XIVth Dalai French, English, Russian, German > Italian
Lama: a more rewarding :
subject and closer to our English B WAt
Auroville hearts.” English > Russian
Though textual transla- :
tions are Avitra’s core English > Fonteucss
business, there is more on English > Hebrew
offer. “We do translations ks o35
of entire websites, and try to French, English, Danish > Finnish
ensure that the end result will look and Spanish > Catalan
feel exactly like the original version of :
that site.” Xvitra also pr(%vides subtitling FgiE anese ZHind
and offers voice-overs for videos, slide English > Tamil
shows and multi-media presentations. S il
“This is a relatively new field for us. 2
With a wide range of potential voice tal- English > Korean
ent in Auroville, we can offer many )
: g == English > Japanese
voice qualities and accents. ol
Avitra has another forte. “We can Major Indian languages > onrequest
offer multi-lingual solutions — in other R s > on m'uesy
words, we can translate a text or a web- \ 2

site or offer voice-overs in many lan-
guages. Few can match this.” An offspring of
Avitra, Avipro, which is managed by Lloyd,
offers text-editing.

Has Avitra developed into one of
Auroville’s more successful business ventures?
“We can’t complain,” says Michael. “We
expected to break-even after four years, but we
already managed this by the third year. In the

last four years Avitra has run relatively well,
although we still feel that it’s nowhere near ful-
filling its full potential. The challenge in the
coming years is to rethink and reorganize our
set-up, so that we’re better able to provide more
interesting work for so many talented people.”

Carel

ronmental scene.

n early March, a rather urgent appeal appeared on the Auroville

infranet that opened the eyes of the community to a relatively

unfamiliar issue — that of human-tree conflict. Can we let the

biggest silk cotton tree in Auroville come down? This tree is in

the process of being cut down. It is still save-able. What we
need is an insurance fund to cover damage trees can do in public areas
when they fall. Is anyone willing to donate money for this [ ...]?

Its author was Island (pronounced ‘Is-land’), a young Aurovilian
of French origin who, together with arborists or tree doctors Juan and
Indra, founded Tree Care in 2005. A sub-unit of the Auroville
Botanical Gardens, Tree Care offers all kinds of assistance related to
trees. It also runs an apprentice programme, when possible, for
Auroville youth having a respect for nature and interested in trees —
like the two at present, Ilango, and Gopal.

So what’s the story with the silk cotton tree?

Island explains. “A few months ago I was called by the people at
the Dental Centre to take a look at a silk cotton tree. They wanted us to
cut it down. I suggested that I'd first go up to check if it was healthy or
not, and then give my evaluation. It was healthy and so we refused to
cut it.” The tree, around 20 metres in height, was a giant in the making.
This one was relatively young at 40 years as these trees are known to
live for hundreds of years.

“Many factors complicated the issue with this particular tree,”
explains Island. “There were overhead electrical cables running
beneath it posing danger, incidents of branches dropping on the build-
ing below, but most importantly, it was the focus of people living near-
by who were afraid that the tree could become a danger during a storm
even though it survived the last one untouched. Of course, it is not pos-
sible to have a group of tree experts guarantee that it will not fall down
in a storm. Later perhaps, when we have accumulated data, we will be
able to do this.

“The other issue was that we could not move the people from that
area — this would have been the only way to save it really. And there
was the dispute with a neighbour. The Dental Centre is located in the
middle of the village, and every flowering season, the cotton with the
seeds would drift across the neighbourhood and people complained
about that. So it became a cultural conflict of sorts.”

Though the outcome of Island’s efforts to save this tree was unsuc-
cessful, he believes that it has been a first step in preventing such inci-
dents from happening in the future.

Another positive outcome of this episode has been exploring
insurance options in India against public tree damage, perhaps as part
of a community insurance plan. “We know such policies exist in other
countries —what we need is information relevant to India.”

Arboriculture or the art and science of tree care, is a relatively new
area to India and even to Auroville. Says Island, “Our early foresters
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were good at planting trees and knew how to
help them stay alive and grow in harsh envi-
ronments, but little was known about prun-
ing. It’s only after Xavier and Juan came that
people began to become aware of this
aspect.”

In Auroville, Tree Care’s job descrip-
tion also includes removing parasitic plants
from tree tops, working with the Auroville
Electrical Service in removing branches
close to high tension wires — “it’s a frequent
cause of power failure in the rainy season” —
and the occasional pruning of some of
Auroville’s fruit orchards.

Educating the public is also a priority,
according to Island. “There are a few things
that people need to be aware of,” he says.
“Like knowing what kind of sapling one is
planting and how big the tree is going to get,
because some of them can get quite enor-
mous. For example, some of the banyans in
Auroville have been planted too close to peo-
ple’s homes — they’re bound to become a
problem in the future.”

Island confesses to being a perpetual stu-
dent himself. This summer he is off to Perth
in Western Australia “to work and maybe to
do a short course on arboriculture. I hear the
ecosystem there is similar to Auroville; there
are a lot of eucalyptus and many other species
that were introduced here!” He is also considering developing a data-
base on trees for the Auroville area that can be expanded to include the
urban Indian context as well.

For Tree Care’s expertise is not only sought within Auroville. Last
year, their work at Pondicherry’s Bharathi Park drew a lot of media
attention. “We had three local newspaper crews gawking at us as we
were swinging from the trees in our ropes and harmesses. You could
see how surprised they were — it was all very new to them.”

Recently Tree Care landed a more high-profile assignment. “It
happened completely by chance,” says Island. *“We went to check out a
store in Chennai that had recently become the dealer for Petzl, a French
maker of mountaineering gear. We met the manager who informed us
that Petzl was going to do a seminar in Chennai to demonstrate their
products. We gave him our card, and 3 days later he called to say that
Petzl’s export sales people wanted to meet us to see if we would want
to do the demo for them.”
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No fear of heights for this tree doctor! Island pruning a tree in the greenbelt.

This contact led Tree Care to demonstrating their safety equip-
ment in pepper plantations in Kerala. “Petzl is trying to improve work-
ers’ safety while they work on these very tall trees that have the pepper
plants growing on them. Apparently there are a lot of injuries on the
job, and even some deaths due to people falling from heights.

“Ultimately our aim is to improve tree-human relationships,” says
Island. His idealism appears tempered with a healthy dollop of prag-
matism. Having grown up in Auroville — he came at the age of 12 —he
is used to its ground realities. “One shouldn’t enforce things — the solu-
tion is to try to find a middle way that will satisfy everybody, which of
course doesn’t always happen.

“In the forest, there is little tree-human conflict, but in an
urban setting, many things are trying to live together, often with
different objectives. And our work at Tree Care is all about
respect for diversity.”

Priya Sundaravalli
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Showing Promise?

A proposed four-lane highway threatens the future of its school and some
of its housing. Its location outside Auroville's Green Belt makes it vulnera-
ble to being sold for commercial development. Each year Pondicherry
gets closer. Can Promesse survive and prosper?

We have a small place called “Promesse”, where
there will be six or eight rooms, an office which will
be Auroville's first administrative office, and also a
guest house with a few rooms, five or six rooms for
visitors. It's quite a small place, with a pretty garden
and trees, on the Madras road. It's on Auroville's
outer border.

The Mother to Satprem,
3 May 1967, MA VI, p.130
romesse was a place of first experiments, a
place for future Aurovilians working on
the town’s early stages. The land was
bought from the Customs Department in
May 1965. It was convenient, being on the

main road, and it had existing cus-
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sel, direct and select, after a probationary
period, the candidates who had asked
Mother for permission to live in Auroville.

It didn’t happen. Promesse remained a
small community, quietly losing its func-
tions as an experimental community, a
maternity clinic and a boarding centre as
these activities moved to more accessible
locations. After some years the post office, too, was
moved to its current location in Bharat Nivas.

In 1985 Arul Vazhi (‘the path of grace”), a school
for Morattandi village children, was started in
Promesse. Village youth from 3 to 18 come to classes
in yoga, art, drama, sports, computer skills and other

toms houses which could be con-
verted to provide accommodation
and other facilities.

By November, 1968, a progress
report listed the buildings at
Promesse: “4 hexagonal experimen-
tal huts, 12 patio apartments (six of
which were created by renovating
the existing customs houses), a din-
ing room building, a post office, 2
coco-leaf [keet] huts for storage of
building materials, 1 [keet] hut for
workers, a guest house with space
for six air-conditioned rooms and a
large reception room (in construc-
tion).”

Most of the patio apartments
became living quarters. The four
hexagonal huts, experiments for
first-phase building in the future,
also functioned as architectural
offices and a small weekly school of
architecture. Lack of funds prevent-
ed the completion of the guest
house, which instead became the
maternity clinic not only for
Auroville, but for some Ashram babies as well. Babies
born in Promesse were often named by the Mother,

“with/Auroson, Aurofilio, Auronanda; AUrorda; JUnauro,

Aura and Aurokumar leading the way. Altogether
about 70 babies were named by the Mother, including
some born to Aurovilians overseas. From 1972
onwards, other birthing facilities became available and
progressively fewer births took place at the clinic in
Promesse. They stopped completely after 1974.

The first planned nucleus of 1,000 people at
‘Advance Colony’ (today named Aspiration) led to
research into the cost and quantity of housing materials
needed. Experimental huts were built in Promesse to
assess different solutions including bamboo and iron,
wood and keet, and bamboo and keet.

A 1969 report on Auroville suggested that
Promesse should become a temporary centre for the
lodging and training of newcomers because of its easy
access, relative isolation, and the anticipated availabil-
ity of boarding facilities. It already had a maternity
facility, infirmary and cafeteria. A low-cost campus of
500 people, living in temporary lodging, was envis-
aged. The role of Promesse would be to receive, coun-
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Residences in Promesse

relationships with the village next door (which is both
spreading and generating more traffic), the presence
of asbestos in the roofs of some older houses, the inex-
orable advance of Pondicherry, and the obtaining of

funds to carry out essential work and improvements.
Indra and Bithi are two of the original residents.
Their son, Aurokumar, was one of

A kindergarten class at Arul Vazhi, a school in Promesse for village children

activities designed to complement and extend their
academic subjects. Nearby, in Morattandi village, a

has been started. “We still need a bore well to be able
to properly utilise this facility but we don’t have the
funds for that” says Varadharajan, the man behind the
school’s programmes. “If the main road is widened
we could lose the school, which is right next to the
road, and we’ll have to take over the training centre
for its classes.”

Promesse residents work in many different areas,
making it difficult to maintain an overall sense of
community. The loss of many of the long-standing,
older residents has exacerbated this. The Auroville
Foundation has built six new houses in the communi-
ty, four of which are used as staff quarters, and makes
regular contributions to the maintenance account but,
lacking individuals who can make big contributions,
budgets usually can’t meet all demands.

The community faces many issues: the planned
widening of the road, the possibility of Promesse
being sold to enable plots closer to the centre of
Auroville to be purchased, the maintenance of good

T the maternity clinic’s first babies.
§ Indra’s role in the early days was the
2 purchase of land for the new town.
S “The Mother told me where §he
¢ wanted land and I went out, negotiat-
ed and bought it,” he says. Their
house is one of the original patio
apartments, now right on the main
road and blanketed by traffic fumes
and noise. “The Mother gave us this
house™ says Bithi, “We’ve no idea
what’ll happen to us, where we’ll
live, if our house is demolished for
the new highway. I’ve been to see
the housing group but they say they
can’t provide new houses for all the
people who might be affected. I
don’t know what we’ll do. We’ve
lived in Promesse for most of our
lives; we’d like to stay here if we
can.”
Others speak of Promesse’s his-
torical value, and see it as a future
gateway to Auroville, a community
on the main highway where visitors
can get information and advice
before travelling on to the centre of the township. “We
could carry out the Mother’s initial plan of building a

—separate traming centre-for- workshops-and-seminars—guesthouse —in— Promesse”, —says Srinivasmurty,

Financial Officer of the Auroville foundation. “An
ashram-style, simple guesthouse. The income would
enable the community to put itself on a firmer finan-
cial footing.”

The Master Plan for Auroville suggests a further
use for Promesse as a service node. If Auroville
decides to regulate visitor traffic it will need a place on
its boundary for visitors to leave their vehicles and
transfer to non-polluting transport within the town.
Businesses within Auroville may also have large stor-
age requirements which should be located on its
boundaries.

Promesse has never been short of plans for its
future. Few have come to fruition. On a report card,
“Shows promise” is generally shorthand for “can suc-
ceed if the will is there™. It’s a long shot. Can
Mother’s “small place, with a pretty garden and trees”
find a workable niche in tomorrow’s Auroville? Will
the next report read “RIP” or “Exceeds expectations™?

Elle Rasink

On Sri Aurobindo's bust

The Auroville symbol

Dear Editors,

In the August 2007 issue of
Auroville Today you published an
interesting collection of busts of Sri
Aurobindo. Among those described
as “sculptor unknown”, there is one
— kept in the entrance hall of the Sri
Aurobindo Library, — of which the
sculptor actually is known.

It was Karl Abel, husband of
my late friend Marie Abel — who
was a sculptor in her own right,

having worked on many busts and
small statues of The Mother as well
as on a bust of Sri Aurobindo
(which was completed by former
Aurovilian Ulrich).

Karl Abel had made this bust in
Tahiti where he had emigrated with
his wife after Hitler came to power
in 1933, and where he remained
after Marie had joined the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram in 1952.

Karl Abel also carved two most
wonderful  portraits of  Sri
Aurobindo and of The Mother on a
mother-of-pearl shell. Both pieces
are kept in Mother’s room and are
occasionally exhibited on a Darshan
day. Fixed in a rosewood frame and
lit from within, they are breathtak-
ingly beautiful in their fine carving
and rich hues.

Karl Abel had never seen Sri
Aurobindo or The Mother. As
Kumud-ben told me, “Mother had
seen his works and appreciated
them very much.” Agnidhan

Dear Editors,

The Mother explained the symbol
of Auroville as: “The dot at the centre
represents Unity, the Supreme; the
inner circle represents the creation,
the conception of the City; the petals
represent the power of expression,
realisation.” (Ref: CWM/13/218).

Regarding the five
petals of the symbol, I
have not read anywhere
that the Mother had given
any detailed explanation,
as given by Her in case of
the petals of Her Symbol.

In The Secret of the
Veda (CWSA Volume 15,

Page: 381) Sri Aurobindo explains
the five powers of truth-conscious-
ness. “There are also female ener-
gies; for the Deva is both Male and
Female and the gods also are either
activising souls or passively executive
and methodising energies. Aditi, infi-
nite Mother of the gods, comes first;
and there are besides five powers of

the Truth-consciousness; Mahi, or
Bharati, the vast Word that brings us
all things out of the divine source; lla,
the strong primal word of the Truth
who gives us ils active vision;
Saraswati, its streaming current and
the word of its inspiration; Sarama,
the Intuition, hound of heaven who
descends into the cavern
of the subconscient and
finds there the concealed
illuminations; Dakshina,
whose function is to dis-
cern rightly, dispose the
action and the offering
and distribute in the sac-
rifice to each godhead its
portion. Each god, too, has his female
energy.”

What I understand, on reading Sri
Aurobindo’s above words is that
Mahi or Bharati, Ila, Saraswati,
Sarama and Dakshina stand for the
five powers that are symbolised in the
five petals of the Auroville symbol.

Sib Sankar Ray

In brief

Fundraising efforts
L'Avenir d'Auroville, Auroville's
town planning department, consti-
tuted by order of the Governing
Board on March 7th, received a
donation of Rs 40 lakhs (US $
100,000) for fundraising. The
donation will be used to set up a
professional fundraising organiza-
tion for the development of
Auroville. A fundraising and net-
working tour of India and the USA
is in preparation.

Housing

Members of L'Avenir d'Auroville
and architects presented 7 new
housing projects in various stages
of approval. Once manifested,
these projects would house 265
people in 117 units. Plans for the
next phase, housing 222 people,
are in development.

Auroville in Ethiopia

In June 2008, the Ethiopian
“Auroville International Africa
Education Centre” will organize a
gathering in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
Interested Aurovilians, Auroville
International Centres, and
Aurobindoniansare invited to par-
ticipate in the programme. For
more details please contact Amy.
amy@auroville.org.in.

Rains

Unexpected showers in mid-March
(220 mm!) gave the impression of
a spring monsoon. Such unseason-
al precipitation has not occurred
since 1971, when 239 mm rainfall
was recorded. The average figure
for March over the last 10 years is
27.8 mm.

Water Task Force

A Water Task Force has been creat-
venird'Auroville to_pre-
pare an Auroville water organiza-
tion and to study water aspects of
the Residential Zone such as water
supply, rain water harvesting, and
waste water treatment.

Support for forests

The Forest Group complains that
insufficient funds are made avail-
able to pay for forest maintenance.
For the last 6 years the community
has contributed Rs 66/day per
watchman against an average
actual expense of Rs 120/day. Also
retirement bonuses are not being
paid by the community. An
overview of all forest workers is
being prepared.

Errata

The February issue of Auroville
Today should have been numbered
228, not 227 as printed. In the
March issue, the photo of Manohar
should be credited to lolanda.

Pournapréma
Mother's grand-
daughter
Pournapréma -
meaning  ‘the
fullness of Love'
— (born Frangoise
Marie-Thérése
Morisset), previ-
ously married to
Roger Anger, passed away at the
age of 74 in the Ashram’s Nursing
Home in the early morning, of
March 14th. She had been battling
cancer for several years, and during
the last three weeks her close
friends and family came to bid her
farewell. Her son Kalya and his
family attended to her every day.
Long-time Aurovilians remember
her for her elegant Tout ce qu'il
faut' Ashram restaurant in the early
seventies and maintained contact
with her over the years. For some,
she had acted as an intermediary
with the Mother.
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GUESTS AND VISITORS

Auroville’s visitors and guests

continued from page I

Many guests return annually,
booking a year ahead. By October,
Auralee at the Guest Service is getting
60 emails a day from people enquiring
about accommodation. “I always send
a personalised email response. For
many people this is their first contact
with Auroville, so the way [ answer is
important.”

So is it first come, first served?
“No. I answer Aurovilians first, then
Auroville International centres, then
people whose names I recognise from
past years. [ give priority to those who
want to stay longer and who want to
give something to Auroville. And I
first send people to Center Guest-house
when they have vacancies because this
guest-house makes the biggest finan-
cial contribution to Auroville.”

Auralee wonders about the motiva-
tions of some guests. “Some therapists
come every winter to offer courses and

facilities and profiting from Auroville.
These people come here because we’re
too loose and don’t seem to want to put
any restrictions, which creates enor-
mous stress for all. The main problem
is that there are just too many guests
and visitors for us to cope with. It is
like being invaded.”

Sonja, who also runs a small guest
facility, points out that many guest-
house managers are much more selec-
tive in whom they take these days.
“We want people who are really inter-
ested in Auroville: there’s nothing so
draining as a lazy consumer.”

Tineke, who manages Center
Guest-house, says that in her guest-
house the kind of guest changes with the
season. “In May and June many of the
guests are Indians, but the winter season
is the time when many Westerners
come, particularly older single women
travelling in groups, as the climate is
good and Auroville is a safe stepping-

stone into India.”

The Auroville Charter in four languages at
the Visitors Centre

I wonder, why? Who is checking on
their qualifications? And are their
workshops appropriate to Auroville, to
what we are trying to achieve here?
“But we also need to look at our-
selves. Some Aurovilians depend on
the guest season to make enough
money to support themselves for the
rest of the year. The whole activity
around guests — accommodation,
workshops, therapies, tours, restau-
rants, shops, transport, bike hire etc. —

" is such an important part of our econo-

my now. I’m concerned that, in such an
environment, economic motives may
be overriding other concerns.”

In fact, in January alone guest and
guest-house contributions to the com-
munity amounted to more than ten lakh
rupees (over $26,000). When one con-
siders that guest-houses are only
required to contribute 33% of their
profits to the Central Fund, guests’
total expenditure in Auroville guest-
houses, shops, restaurants, courses efc.
may be triple this amount. In fact,
guests and visitors may have con-
tributed as much as $500,000 to the
community over the past year (see box
on page 5).

Who is coming?

While some people worry that
Auroville is attracting a different kind
of guest these days, Auralee values the
contact with those guests who are open
and really want to know more. “I really
appreciate these people; it gives mean-
ing to our work.” She dreams of an
expanded Guest Service that will allow
them to spend more time on such inter-
actions.

But what about the guest-house
managers? Do they feel that a different
kind of guest is being aftracted to
Auroville and its environs? Ambre,
who runs a small guest facility, has no
doubts. “There are plenty of guests in
the vicinity who are just using our

“Then we become
mamas!” says Sonja. “We
get them a moped, bandage
them when they fall off,
nurse them when they get
sick, we remove the funny
animal from their room, we
listen to their dreams. It
involves a lot of support
and care and we have to
draw lines, otherwise we
get overwhelmed. At the
same time, we both feel it’s
important that Auroville
welcomes guests because
they can give a lot back.
They lighten Auroville up,
they bring new perspec-
tives and fresh energy, and
they can be a valuable mir-
ror to you — they make you
look at yourself anew. And
some of them become like
family.”

Nicole also points to a
new trend — the number of
young people, particularly

from overseas, who want to
do volunteer work in the community.
“The Mitra hostel is really helping here
because it’s important that Auroville
provides cheap, clean accommodation
for youngsters like this.” Sonja is also
enthusiastic about this new wave. “T"d
reduce my prices for
young people who want to
put their energy into
Auroville. One problem is
we are not providing
enough work opportuni-
ties for them at present.”

Neither Sonja nor
Tineke seem to have
major problems with the
guests they take: it is rare
they ask a guest to leave.
“But sometimes I apply a
filter,” says Tineke. “For
example, I get phone calls
from young Indian pro-
fessionals in Chennai or
Bangalore. When 1 ask
them why they want to
come they say, ‘Just to
chill out’. Then I tell them
life here is very simple,
there are no bars, no night
clubs. That’s usually
enough to change their
minds. But some people
really appreciate the peace here, and
others come for a course and get
hooked by the deeper aspect of
Auroville: you can’t predict who will
be touched. So I wouldn’t want the
doorway into Auroville to be too nar-
row.”

Auroville not guest-friendly

Some guests with a deeper connec-
tion to the community come year after
year and leave refreshed, recharged.
But it’s not easy to be a guest here.
Many Aurovilians view guests as an
irritant in the season, the cause of long
queues at the shops and the Solar
Kitchen, a source of danger on the

roads, importers of alien
preoccupations and, when
they get lost, invaders of
personal privacy.

Then again, guests see
Aurovilians getting a pref-
erential rate. at certain
restaurants and shops and
resent this, not realising
this is because some
Aurovilians work hard for
the community but receive
little maintenance. Some
guest-house managers are
‘hands off”, giving little or
no information about
Auroville and leaving the
day-to-day running in the
charge of employees with
little skill in handling
guests. Quite a few guests
also feel overcharged for
the facilities provided. No
wonder some feel that Auroville is
only after their money.

Solutions

What can be done? Regarding day
visitors, whom most Aurovilians do
not meet as they simply shuttle
between the Visitors Centre and
Matrimandir, there’s a general feeling
they are being handled well at present.
They could be provided with more
information, a larger electric shuttle
would help solve the traffic problem on
the road to Matrimandir between 4 — 5
p.m., and tours might be an option for
those with more time and interest, but
the vast majority of day visitors appear
happy with their Auroville experience.

The more problematic casual visi-
tors are the ones who by-pass the
Visitors Centre and drive around
Auroville looking for entertainment or
a place to picnic or to sneak photos of
the Matrimandir. It’s probably impos-
sible to completely prevent this, but a
more active presence at the existing
check-posts and extra check-posts at
key points would help control this.

The guest situation is more com-
plex. While not everybody is con-
vinced that there actually is a ‘guest
problem’, many of those working in
this area feel we need to begin by
ensuring that the right kind of person
stays here. How to ensure this?

Suggestions include requiring all

Queuing up for the pass for the Matrimandir viewing-point

Of course, many of the so-called
‘problem’ guests may not be staying in
Auroville. Nobody knows how much
guest accommodation is being offered
in the nearby villages and in the new
hotels springing up in the vicinity, but
it must be substantial. Auroville has no
control over these guest-houses. Yet
people who stay there are able to use
some of Auroville’s facilities and can
attend cultural events, courses etc.

As to the workshops offered, at
present there is little control over who
offers what during the guest season: it
is largely up to the discretion of the
Aurovilian managing the workshop
space. Many of the workshops are
offered by Aurovilians and have an
Auroville ‘flavour’, but one communi-
ty hosted a one-month festival in
February which was largely run by
guests. While many people enjoyed the
energy, some questioned the relevance
of some of the workshops to
Auroville’s ethic and the festival
closed prematurely because of com-
plaints regarding noise and inappropri-
ate behaviour. This experience, more
than anything else, seems to have
fuelled the fears of Auroville becoming
a ‘second Goa’.

And it’s not just the content of
some of the workshops that worries
people. There is also a lack of clarity
regarding what happens to the money
generated. So another suggestion is

In the information hall of the Visitors Centre

guests to fill out an application form
before they come here to clarify their
intention in visiting the community,
and extending the minimum stay in
Auroville guest-houses to ten days.
However, a ten day rule would dis-
criminate against those people who can
only get away for weekends and the
‘drop-ins’ who get deeply touched by
their visit.

Other ideas include greatly
expanding volunteering possibilities
and low-cost accommodation to attract
young, committed people, and requir-
ing all guests who want to offer or fol-
low workshops to attend -first an
Auroville introduction course.

that an overview body be created that
would ensure that the workshops
offered are appropriate and their
financing transparent.

A new guest department

Sonja goes a step further. She
envisages an  Auroville Guest
Department that would handle all
aspects of the guest experience under
one roof and one economic umbrella.
“I"d like to see a big beautiful Guest
Reception Area close to the Visitors
Centre which would centralize book-
ing, issue guest cards and provide
information on all the educational and
volunteering opportunities available.”

Auralee also favours such a one-
stop facility for guests. “At present the
Guest Service is located above the
Solar Kitchen, quite a long way from
the Visitors Centre. I really feel for
those people who struggle here in the
dust and the heat, with their heavy
backpacks, and can’t get a drink or
something to eat at the coffee shop
next door because it does not accept
cash.”

It’s partly because of this that the
Visitors Centre has now set up its own
guest accommodation facility.

No unanimity

It’s worth remembering that the
Aurovilians who are dealing with
guests are not all cut from the same
cloth. They have different perceptions
of guests, different motivations for
being involved with them, different
capabilities of dealing with them.
Some want more supervision of the
guest scene, including more filters on
which guests we allow in and better
quality control of what different guest-
houses offer; others reject any kind of
supervision as an interference in their
personal domain. Some are seriously
concerned that a certain type of guest
dilutes and distorts the energy field of
Auroville; others feel that we cannot
judge and must remain as open as pos-
sible. Some would like to limit any fur-
ther expansion of the guest scene in
Auroville; others, concerned that the
villages are profiting from providing
accommodation and services for
guests, think we should charge a hefty
fee for entering Auroville and dramati-
cally increase our own guest facilities.

One thing is clear, however.
More and more Aurovilians and
guests are dissatisfied with the pre-
sent situation. We need to ensure that
the people with the right motivation
come to stay here, but then we need
to offer them the best possible experi-
ence of Auroville. The hope is that as
more and more of the ‘right’ people
come to stay here, perceptions of
guests will change and more
Aurovilians will be attracted to work
in this field.

At the same time, we should see
that it’s not only certain guests who
are the problem — it is ourselves. For
example, there is the tendency of
some Aurovilians to put personal
profit above the well-being of the
community as a whole. Guests can
also become a convenient target for
our own insecurities. And complain-
ing about the behaviour of guests can
be an excuse for keeping Auroville
small and cosy, insulated from the
outside world.

Which returns us to the core
questions. Why are we here? And
who are we here for?

We have never sat down as a com-
munity and looked deeply at the guest
situation. ~ With  the  finished
Matrimandir already being described in
the national press as a “second Taj
Mahal”, it’s clearly time to do this.

Alan
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