AU PO\lille

FEBRUARY 2007, No. 216

e R L e e gt SR

protecing Matrimandivs misgrity

Thousands of visitors come to see the Matrimandir. That number will increase in the years to come. How does one preserve
the inviolability of the Matrimandir and its gardens?

Visitors gather at the amphitheatre to view the Matrimandir.

week or a time in the day when

visitors will be allowed to
come; a fixed time or a fixed day to show people
around, and that for the rest of the time, the
Matrimandir will be for those who are serious —
serious, sincere — who really want to learn to con-
centrate. She said to Roger Anger, the architect,
that the Matrimandir is reserved for Aurovi-lians;
but that not everyone will be admitted. The first
condition for those who want to go there is to ask.
On this basis we have formulated our the
Matrimandir access policy.” The members of the
Matrimandir Access Team, Srimoyi, Arayamani,
Lala, and Shiva, nod in unison when fellow-mem-
ber Gilles explains what The Mother had said about
access to the Matrimandir. They have been in
charge of receiving visitors and regulating admis-
sion for the last few years. “Our main concern,”
says Gilles, “has been that the Matrimandir and its
gardens not become a “free for all’ and that the
atmosphere doesn’t decline. Those who have visit-
ed the Baha’i Lotus Temple in New Delhi will
know what we try to prevent: thousands of tourists
walking and chatting all over the place, with scant
concern for the sanctity of the place.”

he never gave a free right to
‘ enter the Matrimandir. She said
that there will be a time in the

The Soul of Auroville

“The reasons why people want to visit the
Matrimandir vary,” says Gilles. “Some are attract-
ed by what the Matrimandir truly represents; others
are day-trippers curious to see “the golden globe’.”
With India’s fast development, many people now
own motorbikes and cars and outings have become
fashionable. Others come by tour buses. On special
holidays, the number of visitors runs into thou-
sands.

“One of the first things we noticed is that most
visitors do not understand the relationship between
the Matrimandir and Auroville. For them, the

Matrimandir is just another temple in South India,”
says Lala. “You can’t blame them, for Auroville
can nowhere be seen. The communities, the
schools, the workshops are all hidden and closed to
visitors. That’s why we have made it mandatory for
all visitors to see the video on Auroville before vis-
iting the Matrimandir. In that way they come to
know about Auroville’s aims and ideals and that
the Matrimandir is an integral part of Auroville and
would never have been built if it was not as
Auroville’s Soul. The video also communicates
something of the inner meaning of the
Matrimandir: that it is an instrument for a change of
consciousness, an extraordinary tool for Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother to communicate their
message.” After having seen the video and the
exhibition on the Matrimandir at the Visitors
Centre, visitors can get a pass for the amphitheatre
from where they can see the Matrimandir from a
distance. These visits can be made at any time
throughout the week, with the
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to meditate in the Matrimandir have to express
their interest and are then told how to get a special
pass. “Access to the Matrimandir,” says Aryamani,
“is very much an individual affair. The
Matrimandir is not a building to see, but to experi-
ence. Meditating in the Chamber has an effect on
people, but not all people are ready for that. It is for
this reason we do not allow groups inside. The
Mother made it clear that the Matrimandir is for
individuals to concentrate. We have created an
individual booking service, where those interested
can make a reservation.”

For first-time visitors, a special introduction
programme has been organised. After having seen
the video on Auroville, one of the team members
gives a short talk on the Matrimandir. Says
Srimoyi, “We deal with groups of 30 to 50 people,
each afternoon from 4-5 p.m.. We always get many
questions. People want to know the reasons for the
golden discs, the why of the rose inner skin, the
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January and February is the high
season in Auroville for visitors and
guests. 5000 visitors a day pass
through the Visitors Centre and all the
guest houses and spaces are full. How
does Auroville cope with this influx,
particularly in respect to the main
attraction, the Matrimandir?

What are the kinds of things visi-
tors want to know? How well does
Auroville receive them? Can we,

should we, do more?

.4

meaning of the crystal, and why there are twelve
gardens and petals. Some ask about the ideals of
Auroville and the philosophy of Sri Aurobindo and
The Mother.” After the introductory talk, the visi-
tors are brought to a meditation chamber in one of
the petals for 10 minutes and then to the Inner
Chamber for a concentration of another 10 min-
utes. “We give them time to get a sense of the
place. There is usually a lot of looking around. As
this time is specially set aside for first-time visitors,
they do not disturb those who come to do a serious
concentration, “* says Srimoyi. This experience, it
appears, has been very successful.

The team is more relaxed about repeat visitors.
“Once a person has been in the Chamber, he or she
is entitled to a pass for the 5-6 pm meditation,” says
Srimoyi. But advance booking is necessary as the
room can only hold a limited number of people at a
time.

Official visitors

Matrimandir attracts people from all levels of
society. Visits from VVIPs are usually announced
well in advance so that special arrangements can be
made. Some of them come with a police escort —
but firearms are strictly banned from the
Matrimandir. VIP visits are often announced on the
day itself. “We are not always certain who comes,”
says Shiva. “Sometimes it is the VIP; but some-
times it happens to be a distant relative or friend
who uses the VIP’s name to get special reception. It
is difficult to fit them in, particularly if they turn up
with a large entourage. Also they often do not care
to come at the stipulated time. But we cannot mix
them with first-time visitors or with the 5-6 medita-
tion groups. Ideally, they should visit when there
are no other people in the Chamber. We’ll have to
make a special time for them.

continued on page 3

exception of Sunday after-
noons, the time when staff
who deal with the visitors
everyday have their free after-
noon. We also noticed that the
crowds on Sundays afternoons
in particular, were rather
undisciplined. Some caused us
quite a bit of trouble. We are
open Sunday momings for
those who cannot come during
the week to see the
Matrimandir. As we do not
want to promote the
Matrimandir as a tourist attrac-
tion, we find the Sunday after-
noon closure quite appropri-
ate,” says Srimoyi.
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Visiting the chamber

Those who are interested

The Vice-President of India (left) in conversation with IS 1
Qhanapal and other members of the Working Committee  and humane conduct in life.”

Vice-President of India visits Matrimandir

The Vice-President of India, Shri Bhairon Singh
Shekhawat, accompanied by the Lieutenant-
Governor of Puducherry, Shri Mukut Mithi, visit-
ed the Matrimandir on the 31st of December.
The Vice-President did not go up to the Chamber
but spent some time in the meditation room in
the 'Progress’ petal. Later, under the Banyan tree,
while listening to an explanation that Mother
intended the chamber for concentration, he
asked “But how do you concentrate?” He was
told that it was about finding one's centre, one's
inner being, and then following its guidance in all
of life's activities.

He wrote in the Matrimandir visitors' book, “Itis
a great feeling to be in this temple of peace and
harmony. It inspires us with noble values of life
and to imbibe within us the virtuous, secular
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RECEIVING VISITORS

Serving on the

and satisfactions of working at the Visitors Cen

What are the challenges

amachandra has worked
since 2000 at the
Visitors Centre, where
he is a key part of the
nformation Service.

AUROVILLE TODAY: What
does your work involve?

Ramachandra: [ look after the
accounts, sales, book purchases,
parking fees, etc. Along with other
members of the Information Service
team, I also have to answer a lot of
questions from visitors and guests.
We get 5000 visitors a day at present!

What kind of questions do they
ask?

The most common questions are about
Matrimandir. Many visitors have
heard about it but don't know more.
Generally I send them to the video hall
and then to the Matrimandir exhibi-
tion upstairs. If they have further
questions and I have the time, I'll tell
them more. I adjust what I say accord-
ing to what I sense is the interest and
understanding of the individual.

Some visitors want help in finding a
guest house. This can be very time-
consuming as I have to find a place
according to their budget and require-
ments. Then there are the people who

What is available
at the Visitors Centre?

Auroville exhibition hall, infor-
mation help desk (where books
of Sri Aurobindo, The Mother
and brochures/books about
Auroville are also available),
video room (where an introduc- |

tion to Auroville video is shown
in English and Tamil versions),
Matrimandir exhibition rooms,
reading room, three boutiques
selling Auroville products, cafe-
teria, bookshop, tea kiosk, STD
booth, toilets.
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want to know how to join Auroville.
Are there many of these?

After seeing the Auroville video,
many people want to join! I explain
the process but I tell them to think a
hundred times before committing
themselves as once you jump there's
no easy way back. I also tell them they
should have a good understanding of
the The Mother and Sri Aurobindo
and of what Auroville stands for.

When you talk about Auroville do
you speak only about the positive
aspects?

Yes, I always want to give people a
good impression. I don’t talk about the
problems because people wouldn’t
understand them: you have to be liv-
ing here to understand. If someone
asks how successful we have been in
achieving human unity, I tell them we
are trying, that we are on the way.
Generally I don’t talk much about phi-
losophy but about practical things. But
if they ask about The Mother, I tell
them how, at the age of seven, she was
sitting on a chair and her mother said
it looked as if she was bearing the
whole world on her shoulders. ‘Yes,’
said The Mother, ‘T am.” This always
touches people.

A throng of visitors at the Visitors centr

How satisfied are visitors with their
visit to Auroville?

Most people are positive about their
visit. However, many visitors are frus-
trated that they cannot visit the cham-
ber of the Matrimandir, even though I
explain it is not a temple but it is
meant for individual concentration.
Day visitors are also disappointed that
they cannot see more of Auroville. We
should do more for them.

How?

[ think people should also be able to
go to the amphitheatre and see the
Matrimandir from there on Sunday
afternoons, which is the only time
some people can visit. Then, for those
who really want to see more of
Auroville, we could organize a daily
tour and take them to places like
Savitri Bhavan, Bharat Nivas, CSR
and Shradhanjali in a non-polluting
battery vehicle. Those interested in
greenwork could also be taken to an
organic farm or the Botanical
Gardens.

What about visiting an Auroville
community?

Many visitors want to see how
Aurovilians live. The problem is that

front Iin'e at the Visitors Centre

tre?
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most Aurovilians don’t want to be
seen! They don’t want to answer end-
less questions.

Could you also do more in the
Visitors Centre to give a fuller pic-
ture of Auroville?

Definitely. The new exhibition on
Auroville in the new hall is not yet
complete, but it misses out many
things. If I was redesigning the exhibi-
tion I"d put in the history of Auroville,
how it evolved from a desert until
today, and I'd make it clear what we
are here for. The present exhibition is
too ‘high’, too symbolic, for the ordi-
nary visitor, it doesn’t give enough
practical information.

I also think we could do more to create
a special atmosphere by, for example,
having beautiful flowers on both sides
of the entrance to the Visitors Centre.
This would give a fecling of peace and
harmony as soon as people enter here.
It’s also important that the people giv-
ing information are experienced, long-
term Aurovilians; we have a good
team but we don’t have enough such
people who are regularly present.
Sometimes I’m here on my own.

How do you manage?

It can be difficult. Occasionally we get

A portrait of Ramachandra

amachandra was educated at a small

school in his native Orissa. “Tt was a

school was based on the philosophy

of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother

offering integral education, and we
grew up like one family there, all brothers
and sisters. It had a special atmosphere
which I haven’t found anywhere else
since.”

When Ramamachandra was 16 years
old, he visited the Pondicherry Ashram for
the first time on a school trip. “The
Ashram was like heaven. I decided that
one day I would come back and live
there.” On the same visit he came to
Auroville, which he also liked very much
as the natural surroundings reminded him
of home.

In 1987 he visited the Ashram again.
He enquired about joining, but was told he
was still too young and needed to study
more. He decided to study science as his
first ambition was to be a doctor. “I went
to a big college which was a shock. There
were hundreds of students and everybody
was speaking English rather than Oriya.
Then one day, while reading Sri
Aurobindo, I came across a passage where
he said that doctors would not be needed in the
future. 1 thought, “What am I doing here, wasting
my time?’ Around the same time I read Sri

- Aurobindo’s The Mother in which he wrote that
“Your life is given to help in The Mother’s work’.
That really struck me. So when, in 1991, I came to
the Ashram for my birthday I was determined to
stay there.”

“Initially I was allowed to stay for three months,
helping in the kitchen. But something had changed.
When I had come before, I was young and had just
accepted everything. Now I began to question what
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I saw. 1 saw that some of the people were like
stones, they had no capacity for change. And the
path was laid out very straight. If you didn’t follow
the path exactly, there was no place for you. I felt
like I was in jail. Then, at one point, I became fully
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two years he went to Delhi to do a teacher training
course at the Mirambika School. He returned to
teach maths and English at New Creation School for
the next five years.

“When 1 first came, New Creation was
Auroville to me because I was so occupied
with my work there that I never went any-
where else. But, slowly, as I learned about
the larger Auroville 1 felt the need to do
something else.” At the same time, he real-
ized he had to do something to support
himself financially. “At the end of my first
month in New Creation, André wanted to
give me some money but I told him, ‘I
have a place to stay, something to eat, I
don’t need anything else’. But by the fifth
month I realized that money is needed to
live in Auroville, although I still regret that
we can’t create a space here where people
can just work and live for the Mother.
Anyway, Mother obviously wanted me to
go through the experience so I opened a
gift shop in Kuilapalayam.”

Ramachandra had absolutely no expe-
rience of business — he didn’t even know
how to calculate percentages — and he

Ramachandra attending to a visitor

blank, like a zero. I no longer knew who I was. I
thought ‘I’'m going mad’. I was very lonely, and, at
a certain moment I felt, “Why live as a blank? Why
don’t I just go to the sea and keep on walking?”

“At that very critical moment, I had a dream. I
was on The Mother’s lap, and She was telling me,
“This is not the end, there is something more you
can do’. It was the turning point. And it was then
that Auroville came into my mind.”

Ramachandra came to live in Auroville in the
summer of 1992. He found a place in New Creation
where he looked after the kitchen. After

began by making many mistakes. But
today this shop, under the management of
his wife whom he married in 1999, is doing well.
However, the shop was never more than a sideline
for Ramachandra: “I just wanted to find a means of
staying in Auroville.” So, after stopping work at
New Creation he spent a year looking for a suitable
job. “One day, Nico and Jaya came to the shop and
asked me if I would like to work at the Visitors
Centre. I said, ‘Sure’.” Ramachandra spent one
month observing everything and being taught the
basics by Alain Grandcolas. Then he was thrown in
at the deep-end.
Alan

groups who have been drinking, and
last month rowdies from a local vil-
lage smashed a window here: that
was quite scary. Also, when many
people are clamouring for my atten-
tion at the same time, it’s not always
easy to control myself. But, in seven
years, I only lost my temper once!
The other thing is that when you give
and give to visitors you can become
totally empty and exhausted. So I
keep myself a little bit detached
because I need to keep an overview of
what is happening.

What are the satisfactions of work-
ing here?

The Information Service team is
a very nice team. Then sometimes
you meet special people, visitors who
inspire you because they are inspired
by Auroville. It’s like when a candle is
burning. The light shines out on all
sides, but if you are below the candle
you don’t see it. In the same way, visi-
tors often feel things - like the peace
here - which we Aurovilians don’t
notice. Then some questions push me
deeper into myself. To answer such
questions | have to read a lot, and
when I read The Mother and Sri
Aurobindo I'm reminded of why I
came here.

We also get many thanks from
visitors for helping them. I'm always a
little dissatisfied with myself when I
answer a difficult question because I
feel I miss out so many things, but
generally visitors seem to value what
we offer them. You only have to look
at the many positive comments in the
Visitors Book.

From an interview by Alan

Extracts from the Visitors
Book (over the last 7 months)

A ray of light for the Earth.

I am interested in saving society
if you can give me direction.
Waiting for your kind direction.

Everything is fantastic and
unique.

It is very frustrating to know that
the Matrimandir (area) remains
closed on Sunday afternoons.

We came from a long distance
with a hope to see Matrimandir
and all my dreams were shat-
tered...

This place is truly inspiring and
beautiful.

Why can’t I buy a copy of the
Matrimandir video?

A novel, futuristic, ideal, holis-
tic, universal ideal of humanity
imagined and practicalised by
Great Aurobindo and Mother.

Your new hall has very little
information. The pictures in the
earlier exhibition were much
more interesting and informa-
tive

It seems to be the dream coun-
try.

Very peaceful. Wonderful dis-
play of unity in humanity.

The most frustrating experience
at the Matrimandir is no proper
guidance.

The service is marvellous.

Very inspiring. I hope to return
and learn more about your
\_remarkable philosophy.




RECEIVING GUESTS

The work of the Guest Service

Casual day visitors head for the Visitors Centre. The Guest Service deals with people who want to stay for a time in Auroville.

uroville’s Guest

Service is rather incon-

veniently tucked away

on the Solar Kitchen’s

first floor, neighbour-

ing the Solar Café and the Internet

Service. The one-room office has

comfortable wicker chairs so that

guests can leisurely peruse the enor-

mous amount of literature on where

to stay, what to do, how to find work

and generally how to make the most
of their stay in Auroville.

The first necessity is finding suit-

able accommodation for those who

have not already booked. Binders

Volunteering opportunities
offered at the Guest Service

Farm and green work — 18
choices including farm work
(heavy duties), vegetable garden-
ing, tree planting.
Food production — 7 choices
including work at the Bakery,
food preparation and serving.
Technology — 4 choices includ-
ing online platform for yogins,
updating websites, Auroville
radio (experienced only).
Education — 11 choices includ-
ing teaching tailoring, maths,
computer science, arts and crafts.
Others — 18 choices including
arranging flowers, walking dogs,
teaching swimming or writing
for Auroville Today (experience
required and committment for
four months minimum).

with glossy photos of the various
guesthouses and their levels of com-
fort and price are available, together
with remarks like, for New Creation,
“joyful and lively”, Aspiration,
“friendly and family orientated” and
the Youth Camp, “near to lively local
Tamil village”, which means blaring
music at 4 a.m, Quiet community at
the beach “offers also Watsu and shi-
atsu and a variety of yogas and
dances and other therapies”.
Peculiarities like greenbelt houses
not having electricity and probably
not a desk for the visitor’s computer
are explained to save a lot of frustra-
tion later. The inconveniences of liv-
ing in a tree house are pointed out, as
is the hazardous drive up the road
from the beach communities. Prices
vary from one Rs 100 a night in the
Youth Camp to Rs 2,800 for a cot-
tage per night at Afsanah guest
house, so there is accommodation to
suit every pocket. With about one
hundred and fifty rooms in various
communities and maybe a hundred
rooms in private houses; the choice
is extremely varied and the staff has
ample choice to send guests to a suit-
able location. But  between
December and March, everything is
“full, full, full.”

The walls of the Guest Service
are plastered with so many posters of
events (updated weekly), happen-
ings, therapies, courses, places to
visit, that guests often look at these
offerings in amazement. The fact
that there is such a variety and high
standard of opportunities for work
and play available is frequently

Josetta (left) and Lella (right) show a guest the binder of the Auroville guesthouses

remarked upon.

When Lella took over the Guest
Service seven years ago there was
only one computer, the office was
only open in the afternoons and it
was a nice quiet job. Now five people
are employed part-time and are kept
very busy. Lella gives great impor-
tance to welcoming the guests and
trying to find out what each one
wants, even though they may not be
sure themselves. Once their needs are
clarified the staff try to point them in
the right direction. After all, many
Aurovilians came here originally as
guests and it is very important to

guide them through the confusing
maze that Auroville can seem at first.
The staff speak English, German,
French, Italian and Spanish and
many of the leaflets are in these lan-
guages. Apart from Lella the team
consists of Auralee, who is responsi-
ble for e-mail correspondence;
Josetta, the administrator par excel-
lence; Florence who has been known
to sit with confused guests for hours;
and Marje as the welcoming recep-
tionist. Lella prefers that people who
work at the Guest Service work for
free and not for a maintenance, as she
has found from experience they such
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A walk at dusk

A solitary bird perched on top of a petal

n the distance misty jets of water arc, spraying the earth

and preparing it to receive life. Like miniature paddy

fields, rows and rows of drought-resistant grass appear to

thrive. All is quiet at the Matrimandir. Only the occasional

sound of traffic from the road beyond the trees or the caw
of a lone crow resting peacefully up on a petal.

The workers have left for the day. Their chattis lie askew;
earthen pots turned over. Exuding warmth, the landscaped red
earth rises ahead, up and down like waves. All undergrowth
removed, the trees seem majestic, tall, and unreal; as if their true
sizes are revealed for the very first time.

To the right, an old nagalinga tree with its snaking stalks,
heavy with blossom offers its fleshy yellow-pink flowers —
Prosperity, The Mother called them. The ground below is littered
with thousands of buds, blackened and dry like bird droppings.

The red-tiled pond is an echo of the amphitheatre, studded
with tiny lotus leaves floating small. Multitudes of black snails
cling to the mossy sides, feeding off the slimy greens.

The disks burnished and gleaming catch the last light of the
fading day. The orange and black portholes stand etched against
an exposed white strip of the outer skin. A red light blinks on and
off on the top in a steady rhythm.

Now passing the excavation for the lake, it looks parched and
empty bearing a scatter of wild saplings of neem and work tree. A
solitary rain drop falls. The heart swells. Above, a solitary wispy
purple cloud streaks the sky.

A cuckoo coos from far, and a flock of birds rouse and twitter
in response. The crickets begin their high- pltch hum as the blan-
ket of darkness wraps all around.

Priya Sundaravalli
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continued from page |

And as they often bypass the Visitors
Centre, we’ll also have to find another location
to show them the videos on Auroville.”

Aurovilian requirements

The team has observed that there is no big
rush from Aurovilians to meditate in the
Chamber. So far, they’ve had free access each
morning and evening from 6-8. But not many
have come.

“It’s not an act of indifference,” says
Aryamani. “Don’t forget that the Matrimandir
is a presence and an action. Quite a few
Aurovilians  are  aware of  that.
They may sometimes feel that they can’t go
into the Chamber for inner reasons. Many
Aurovilians meditate at home, or just come to
the banyan tree and sit there for some time in
silence. With the growth of Auroville this will
all change. Can you imagine how many peo-
ple will come to the Matrimandir when the
city has 50,000 inhabitants?”

Once Matrimandir is completed

“Once the Matrimandir is finished,” says
Srimoyi, “the situation may change.” Is there
any intention to then give more access to day-
visitors, for example by allowing them into
the Matrimandir to have a look at the crystal
as was done many years ago? The answer is a
definite ‘no’. “According to what we under-
stand, after studying all that She has said on
the Matrimandir, She did not want the
Matrimandir to be open to the public in this
fashion,” says Srimoyi, and she adds, “and
moreover, it is not manageable. It’s impossi-
ble to regulate thousands of people in and
around the Matrimandir. It’s all marble and
white carpet inside. So many people cannot
put on socks, walk up to the room, then walk
down and out again into the gardens or into
the other meditation rooms. The atmosphere
would be destroyed. Moreover, we do not
have the required manpower to supervise all
these people. Already now we need a mini-
mum of 10 people to supervise access to the
Inner Chamber and one for every one or two
petal meditation rooms. If you calculate the
number of guards that would be required if all
the petal meditation rooms and the gardens
were open to the public, you would easily

reach a number of 50-80 people' The organi-
sation would be massive.”

An equally impressive organisation will
be required to regulate access for those who
want to meditate in the Inner Chamber or in
one of the 12 petal chambers. “Over the last
years we've allowed on average 30 new peo-
ple each day to access the Chamber,” says
Gilles. “This means that we are effectively
entitling an additional 11,000 people each
year to meditate in the Chamber! We intend to
computerize our visitors’ system so that we
can check if someone has indeed been visiting
the Matrimandir before, but that will not affect
the numbers very much. Advance booking
will become a requirement. In due time, it
may even be necessary for Aurovilians to
book in advance if they want to come to con-
centrate.”

The most important change the team fore-
sees is shifting the visiting times to the morn-
ings, early moming for first-time visitors and
later for repeat visitors’ meditation. This
would leave the afternoons, and particularly
the hours after work, free for Aurovilians. The
area around the Banyan tree will be available
for people to sit and gather themselves
inwardely before they enter the Matrimandir.
But the team is still in the process of reflecting
on its experience, in order to propose access
regulations for the future.

Understanding and goodwill

Though the basics of the Matrimandir
access policy seems to have been worked out,
the team expects the pressure to grow.
“Whatever we do, it won’t be enough,” pre-
dicts Gilles. “The pressure to take more peo-
ple will only increase. And even if we take
more people than we wish to, we still will be
under pressure to take more.” The situation is
comparable to that of the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram. Ten years ago it was easy to get per-
mission to visit Sri Aurobindo’s room. These
days, with crowds of people visiting the
Ashram, permission is only granted to those
who have their birthdays. “T asked Manoj Das
Gupta, one of the Ashram trustees, for advice
about how to deal with the problem,” says
Gilles. “His answer was interesting: ‘Change
consciousnesses’. It will be difficult.”

Carel

people are much more motivated and
enthusiastic, which is definitely a
necessity here.

The Guest Service does not have
its own budget, but has to apply to
the Economy Group for money. The
Auroville Guest House Trust is
responsible for each guesthouse and
guest room keeping high standards
and transparent accounts.

This is the only service run exclu-
sively for guests in Auroville and pro-
vides a very caring and efficient
atmosphere, which is a credit to the
often hassled and overworked staff.

Dianna

-~ Protecting Matﬂmandirsmtegﬂty s

| Sri Aurobindo said...

| On January 30th 1971, while
| reading to the Mother a chapter

from his book “On the way to
| Supermanhood”, Satprem quoted
| the following passage from one

of Sri Aurobindo’s letters: |
| .. I don’t believe in advertise-
! ment except for books, etc., and |
|

in propaganda except for politics |
and patent medicines. But for |

serious work it is a poison. It

| means either a stunt or a boom —

| and stunts and booms exhaust the
thing they carry on their crest |
and leave it lifeless and broken |
high and dry on the shores of |
nowhere — or it means a move-
ment. A movement in the case of
| a work like mine means the
| founding of a school or a sect or
| some other damned nonsense. It
| means that hundreds of thou-
‘ sands of useless people join in
and corrupt the work or reduce it
l to a pompous farce from which |
| the Truth that was coming down |
recedes into secrecy and silence. |
It is what has happened to the |
‘religions’ and it is the reason of |
their failure.” |
02.10.34 |
Sri Aurobindo: On Himself |

Mother commented:

“That passage should be typed
and put up in Auroville. It is
indispensable. They all have a
false idea about propaganda and
publicity. It should be typed in
big letters; at the top, “Sri
Aurobindo said,” then put the
| quotation and send it to
Auroville. Say I am the one J

who’s sending it.” }
l |

\\-_* ot /
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IN SEARCH OF THE NATION SOUL ——

America's evolutionary destiny

This article is an edited version of a talk by Robert McDermott given at the Town Hall.

t seems to me that if we are ever to answer

the question of the meaning of America it

must be within the broad context of the

evolution of consciousness. Sri Aurobindo

talks about the evolutionary advance
towards a spiritual age and particularly towards a
supramental age. He is clear that humanity is not
yet in the spiritual age, although there are signs of
its coming. Sri Aurobindo said that the character-
istics of a spiritual age are God, freedom and
unity. So let’s look at America in terms of those
ideals.

When we look at America this way, I think
we see that whichever of these three themes we
take up we find thrilling examples of the real-
ization of these ideals, but also, invariably, we
find their shadow manifestation and, generally,
the brighter the light, the longer and darker the
shadow.

America is a project, an experiment, some-
what like Auroville. The sense that it has a mani-
fest destiny is a deep idea. John Winthrop wrote
in 1630, “We shall keep the unity of the spirit
and the bond of peace. The Lord shall be our God
and delight to dwell among us as his own peo-
ple....We will be as a city on a hill. The eyes of
all people will be upon us.”

At certain periods in American history there
is an amazing convergence of genius, courage

and insight in a few individuals. Take the time of
Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Hamilton and
Franklin. This group fought with each other, but
whenever necessary they rose above their differ-
ences. They wrote the Constitution, a Bill of
Rights, and they kept the 13 states together,
which was a great, implausible achievement at
that time and under those conditions.

These individuals represented something like
a strong, karmic intervention. In the evolution of
humanity there are precious moments of transi-
tion, jumps, and these individuals hastened the
nation’s evolution towards freedom and liberty.
They didn’t succeed fully — “all men are created
equal with certain inalienable rights” is still obvi-
ously not the case, but it’s an ideal with a certain
power which keeps working.

The next great moment was in the mid 19th
century -when, within a period of five years,
Emerson, Whitman, Thoreau, Hawthorne were
writing their best work. In the middle of all that
comes this astonishing, implausible figure, who
was educated for only about a month yet grew up
with an eloquence to rival Shakespeare’s and with
a deep insight into the practicalities of power.
While Lincoln’s ideal was that of individual free-
dom, his religion was the undivided union.

The next great figure, a hundred years later,
also spoke of freedom and dignity. “God grant

that we will change our world and
our civilisation and will be able to
move from the bleak and desolate
midnight of man’s inhumanity to
man to the bright and glittering
daybreak of freedom and justice.”
Martin Luther King was the con-
science of his generation who,
like Gandhi, saw the possibility of
anew order.

If we look at America today in
the light of God, freedom and
unity, the three characteristics of
the spiritual age, we see both light
and darkness mixed. This present
administration is certainly about God — even their
meetings begin with prayers. This is positive as a
counterbalance to the secular takeover of the
Western world that denies spirit and transcen-
dence. However, this administration uses God as
an instrument of their political schemes, and this
the Bible defines as idolatry.

As to freedom — America is still a beacon of
light and hope to many people. At the same time,
civil liberties are being curtailed and the media
has fallen asleep: it has not been speaking out
against such abuses. Finally, unity. This, again,
remains a powerful ideal and America remains a
great melting-pot of the races: in some school

Mount Rushmore in Dakota, USA, with the heads of
George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Theodore

Rooseveit and Abraham Lincoin

districts in New York a hundred different lan-
guages are spoken. Yet, America remains spec-
tacularly ignorant of the larger world.

America today is so imperfect. so inadequate
to its high mission. While we are still a work in
progress, a transitional nation, I don’t know that
America’s high mission will be realized because
[ think we might be going rapidly in two direc-
tions at the same time. On the one hand, towards
enlightenment, tolerance and universality, a
trend which is particularly alive among the
young, and, on the other hand, a hardening and
resistance to tolerance and universality.

Edited by Alan

Zen and the soul of Japanese painting
The exhibition ‘' Yamato-e: The journey of Japanese painting’, at Kala Kendra featured over two hundred Japanese art prints dating

from the 11th century AD. On the eve of the inauguration, art historian Debashish Banerjee from the University of California - Los
Angeles, gave a talk exploring the nation soul of Japan through its paintings.

ne way to understand the ‘Nation-soul’ is to

look at culture, and examine it from a historical

perspective and reality. Just as the human soul

picks events and circumstances to manifest

itself and to create the slant of the individual
personality, so too the nation-soul picks ‘accidents’ to create
a nucleus around which that particular culture builds its dis-
course, and in this way builds its identity. How this identity or
self-identification is built, an internal thing. So when we try
to look at other cultures from the point of nation soul, from
the outside, it is very important not to project but try to reach
out for the inner understanding of that particular self-identifi-
cation.

This exhibition attempts to capture the expression of
Japanese painting and the history of Japanese painting firstly
by looking at the periods where the changes take place and
the contextual culture existing at that time, and secondly
looking at the developing vocabulary of the internal terms or
what is called the art historical discourse. How do the
Japanese think about expressing themselves? What lexicon
do they create? It is by examining these questions that one
can get a sense of what is important to them.

Zen is a historical accident in Japanese culture. It comes

-at a certain point in time when it was important for the
Japanese people to create an expression for themselves that
they could call ‘Japanese’. For something like this to happen,
one needs the ‘other’, and for Japan this ‘other” at that time
was China.

The value of art

In the realm of art, music or poetry, art is fixed and still.
It expresses only a given moment in space and time, and it
cannot move freely through either domain. However, it is
precisely this stillness and fixity which gives it its particular
value.

Art stills the emotion and teaches the delight of a
restrained and limited satisfaction. This Sri Aurobindo says is
the essence of art, or the soul of painting. This specificity of
space-time that Sri Aurobindo refers to is an approach or a
perspective on the infinite or the Divine. It is a specificity of
time and space against a backdrop of infinity and eternity.

This approach to the Divine through the specificity of
time and space in relation to eternity and infinity, is what is
characteristic of Japan and Japanese art.

Shinto is the earliest religion of Japan pre-dating
Buddhism which came to Japan around the 8th century AD.
Shintoism is the awareness and worship of specific locations
and objects thought to have spiritual power and inhabited by
God’s spirits called Kami. Essentially it is the development of
a certain kind of inner ability to tap into something unique in
locations and objects which make them stand out as sacred.
The best example of this is perhaps Mount Fuji. This attitude
already predisposes the Japanese to the specificity of time
and space of an object in relation to something divine.

The coming of Yamato-e: Japanese painting

The notion of Japanese style painting arrived around the
10th century and is related to the disintegration of the tremen-
dous Tang dynasty of China. This was the dynasty that uni-
versalized the Ajanta and Gupta Buddhist form, and was

4 Auroville Today February 2007

The Mother's Message to Japan, 1962

Let the Supreme Beauty be manifest
in this land of beauty so close to my heart.

Blessings

The Mother /

responsible for the great dispersion of the classical Indian
Buddha across Asia. With chaos in China and law and order
breaking down, resulting in robbers on land and pirates on
sea, it becomes difficult for the Japanese people to cross the
ocean safely and enter the mainland.

At this moment in history, the Japanese Emperor impos-
es a ban on all visits to and from Japan to the rest of the
world. This 500-year ban would be the first of several that
will be imposed upon Japan over time. As a result, perhaps
fortuitously determined by the nation soul, there is a turning
within. There begins a new attempt, perhaps the first attempt,
to define something that might be called ‘Japanese’, and the
term Yamato-e comes about. (* Yamato® refers to the name of
ancient Japan from the 4th century to the 7th century and ‘e’
means painting.)

The Japanese turn to subjects which are uniquely
‘Japanese’ — aspects of Shinfo, locations in Japan, and themes
of seasonal change and seasonal activity. This is the begin-
ning and essence of Japanese landscape art.

Influence of the Song dynasty

The soul of Japan like the soul of the human being,
makes its impact felt at certain specific points in time when it
precipitates certain ‘accidents’. This happens in the 13th cen-
tury when Japan reopens contact with the Southern Song
court of China, the next great Chinese dynasty, and Japanese
monks begin to cross the ocean and assimilate two things —
the new Buddhism of Southern China, and the new ink land-
scape paintings.

The Song dynasty famous with respect to its culture and
particularly the development of landscape painting, gives this
genre of painting loaded with metaphysical, spiritual and
philosophical ideas.

The landscape painting of China incorporated into itselfa
blend of Confucianism and the varieties of Buddhism. What
emerged from this was a unique style of composition called
‘one-corner painting’. The essence of ‘one-corner painting’
was the presence of large white space on the canvas with the
actual painting occupying only a small corner. The theme
was usually a landscape scene — a mountain, monastery, river
or waterfall. This one-corner composition was essentially an
abstraction of space, space viewed as an aesthetic quality but
weighted by the world of phenomenon. Visually this was pre-
sented as the vastness of the void against which the world of
phenomena is a very small occurrence.

Mono no Aware

Another quality that Japanese art absorbed from the last
period of the Song dynasty was the aesthetics of transience.

As the Song dynasty faced the threat of destruction and disin-
tegration by the Jurchens and the Mongols, there was a per-
vading sense of living on the edge. The awareness of death as
an everyday companion made more acute a very Buddhist
emotion, transience and the value of passing things.

And in art, this found expression as a quality of sadness
which began to be depicted as the movement of time against
the stillness of eternity. The Japanese even coined a term,
mono no aware, to represent this sentiment of rarefied com-
passion which continues to have its lasting influence on
Japanese art. It flourishes in Japanese monasteries, and it is
this aesthetics of transience upon which Japanese culture is
based.

Interestingly the Chinese later began to view this quality
of transience as an unfavourable trait — effeminate, lacking in
power, and non-virile. Very soon the expression of the aes-
thetics of transience disappeared from Chinese art.

Zen Buddhism

The third and the most important contribution of the
Southern Song culture to Japan was Zen Buddhism. With its
notion of spontaneous enlightenment and belief in extreme
practices, Zen Buddhism was embraced by the emerging
Shogunate and consequently the Samurai of Japan.

As the earlier Japanese court becomes effete, deeply
involved in luxury pastimes, the military gained power. Ata
certain point in Japanese history, a major feud between the
two great clans of military leaders, the Taira and the
Minomoto, resulted in the battle where the former was elimi-
nated. With this, the Minomoto Shogunate got established.

The first shogun or supreme commander of Japan,
Minamoto Yorimoto, desiring that his rulership be identified
not just for its military power but also recognized for culture,
set up an independent cultural capital in Kamakura separated
from the court of power in Kyoto. This established a new
identification of the Samurai with Buddhism.

Thus while other Buddhisms elsewhere remained solely
monastic, Zen Buddhism in Japan manifested itself in two
ways: a monastic manifestation through the monks; and as a
power in active life through the warriors. Zen philosophy
with its austere and extreme practices, was seen by the
Samurai as the spiritual practice in war.

Poetry and its relation to Japanese painting

Simultaneously, with the development of art, Japanese
poetry also developed with Zen monks writing interpretations
of poems. Two major poetic forms, the Koan and the Haiku,
emerged and became closely identified with Japanese paint-
ing. Common themes were explored in both expressions: the
relationship between spacelessness and space, eternity and
time, and infinity and specificity. It manifested in the works
as a crisp accuracy of detail balanced against the mists of the
indefinable. The Japanese soul of poetry that evolved around
this time was more derived from painting than poetic in its
own right.

Poetic expression was closely related to the art of paint-
ing and the art of Zen. It is in this convergence of painting,
nation soul and Zen that the soul of Japan comes to the world.

Edited by Priya Sundaravalli
















