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Publishing Sri Aurobindo's Complete Works

What does it mean to edit and publish the Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo? Editors Richard Hartz and Peter Heehs and assis-
tant editors Matthijs Cornelissen and Bob Zwicker of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram Archives and Research Library speak about the
joys and difficulties of this immense endeavour.

urobindo's writings. In 1996 the Sri

urobindo Ashram announced that it would
bring out The Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo
in 35 volumes. The set would include around
2,500 pages of new texts that were not part of the
Sri Aurobindo Birth Centenary Library, the 30-
volume set published around 1972 and no longer
available. Publication of the Complete Works
would begin in 1997 and was expected to take four
years. But by August 2003, more than six years
later, only 21 volumes have been published. Why
the delay?

“The estimate of four years was made by
Jayantilal, the founder of the Archives, who initiat-
ed the project and has since passed away,” Bob
ventures carefully. “Jayantilal was an inveterate
optimist who always minimised the difficulties.
The rest of us had serious doubts about the four-
year schedule, but he had none, so he boldly went
ahead and announced it. As we expected, the work
is taking longer than four years. But even the edi-
tors underestimated the time it would take!

“When we began, we had 20 years of work
behind us. In 1975 Nolini-da passed on to the
Archives all of Sri Aurobindo’s manuscripts in his
possession - more than 150 notebooks and thou-
sands of loose sheets. In 1977 we started the jour-
nal Sri Aurobindo: Archives and Research in
which over the next 18 years we published more
than 2,000 pages of newly discovered writings,
including most of the Record of Yoga. During this
period we also brought out Essays Divine and
Human and new editions of The Future Poetry and
Savitri. By 1997 when the Complete Works began,
we had half-a-dozen volumes ready or
almost ready for publication and anoth-
er half-a-dozen well underway. But
after those books were printed,
things slowed down. We have
ten people working full-time
on the job, another ten
working part-time, but itis
still a long process.”

Why is it taking so
long? “First,” answers
Richard, “because we
are perfectionists.
Otherwise this work
would be rather point-
less, since reasonably
adequate editions of the
major works are already
available. We read the text
of each volume at least twice
against Sri Aurobindo’s man-
uscripts and the early editions of
his works. The exact procedure dif-
fers from one book to another, but to
do it properly is always time-con-
suming. Second, we are including
much more previously unpublished
material than we had originally planned. The vol-
umes we are bringing out are getting bigger and
bigger. In the beginning they were four or five
hundred pages each on the average, but the new
ones are six or seven hundred pages or even more,
and there will be more than the projected 35 vol-
umes. Part of the reason for this is that we have had
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some surprises, especially with
Sri Aurobindo’s letters. When we
started, the volumes of letters
were not our responsibility.
Kishor Gandhi was to edit the let-
ters. But then he passed away. All
his material came to us. We had
thought the letters were in pretty
good shape, so we were planning
to add some new letters and then
print the books. But when we
started comparing the Centenary
edition of the letters with Sri
Aurobindo’s manuscripts, we
found that many mistakes had
been made when the letters were
first transcribed. So now all the
letters — thousands of them — are
being compared with Sri
Aurobindo’s manuscripts  to
ensure their accuracy. Several
people in the Archives are doing
this full-time, leaving less man-
power available for other vol-
umes of the Complete Works.
“Actually, the whole project
is going pretty quickly by normal
standards for this kind of work.
Recently I was looking at the critical
edition of the Mahabharata which
was brought out over a period of decades by the
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute. In the
introduction to one of the early volumes, the chief
editor remarked that he had been in charge of the
project for seventeen years. During that time, criti-
cal editions of four of the eighteen Parvas
had been published. Sri Aurobindo’s
writings do not pose exactly the
same kinds of problems as the
Mahabharata, but if you
want to produce a good
edition you cannot cut
corners.”

The old edition
and the new

How does the
new Complete
Works of  Si
Aurobindo  differ
from the old

Centenary edition of
his writings? Bob
explains: “The
Complete Works will be
more accurate than the
Centenary edition and con-
tain a lot of new material - well
over 3,000 pages that were not in
the Centenary edition. Essays
Divine and Human has about
300 pages of newly published
writings on philosophy and yoga. The Record of
Yoga, Sri Aurobindo’s diary of his sadhana
between 1909 and 1927, is a 1,500-page text that
has been published for the first time. His writings
on the Upanishads now fill two volumes, not just
one as in the Centenary. The Vedic material, like-
wise, will take up three volumes instead of two;
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Artist's impression of Sri Aurobindo in his room dictating Savitri to his scribe Nirodbaran while
The Mother stands behind Sri Aurobindo. Palntlng bv Emanuele executed on a stone slab.

most of the new texts will go in a volume we are
calling Vedic Studies with Writings on Philology.
Many autobiographical writings will be added to
On Himself, which will require two volumes. The
Letters on Yoga may take up four volumes, not just
three, because so many letters will be added. So
you see, although the Complete Works is taking
time, the result will be worth the wait. People will
be getting more than they were promised.”

Letters on Yoga

Does the Archives now possess all of Sri
Aurobindo’s writings? How complete will the
Complete Works be? “With the exception of the
letters, it will be fairly complete,” answers Peter.
“We have virtually all the surviving manuscript
material for his books, essays, poems and plays,
and we will include almost everything that is not
too fragmentary to publish. But the Letters will not
be complete. More letters could still turn up unex-
pectedly, and we can’t even use everything we
have. In some cases we have the whole correspon-
dence, including the disciple’s own letters, such as
Nirodbaran’s and Nagin Doshi’s. In other cases
only Sri Aurobindo’s answers have been pre-
served, but sometimes these are meaningful only if
you have the questions.” Matthijs elaborates:
“Many people have cut out the personal stuff,
sometimes literally with scissors. So you have
these frustrating cases where you are left with a
remark by Sri Aurobindo such as “Yes, this is a
perfect description of the psychic emergence’ and
you don’t know what experience it refers to. That
is one reason why editing the letters is so difficult.
To include a single line like this out of context
doesn’t make sense. Neither is it possible to
include the disciples’ complete letters. They often
went on for pages at a time, with a few words writ-
ten here and there in the margin by Sri Aurobindo.

As it is, we may have to publish the Letters on
Yoga in four volumes rather than three, even if we
give only Sri Aurobindo’s answers as in the previ-
ous editions. In the other volumes — Letters on
Poetry and Art, On Himself and The Mother with
Letters on the Mother — we will include the disci-
ple’s question when it helps. The preparation of
these volumes of letters is now our main focus.”
continued on page 2

Traditionally, the August
issue of Auroville Today has
one or more topics specifical-
ly dedicated to Sri Aurobindo,
whose birthday on August
15th coincided with India’s
Independence Day. As many
of our readers have a deep
interest in Sri Aurobindo's
writings, we publish here an
interview with those respon-
sible for publishing his
Complete Works.

The other main topic in this
special issue Is planning the
city. We examine the views
held on the planning process
by members of the many
groups involved, including
their deeply cherished beliefs
on the city to be.
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Publishing Sri Aurobindo’s Complete Works

continued from page 1

Letters on Poetry and Art

In the early days the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram was a hotbed of poets, with Sri
Aurobindo, in his own words, “directly
responsible for the poetry department™.
For him, writing poetry could be part of
one’s sadhana if practised with the
right inner attitude, and he helped his
disciples in their poetic efforts.
“Hundreds of his letters on poetry and
literature will now appear in a new vol-
ume, Letters on Poetry and Art,”
explains Peter. “In the Centenary edi-
tion these letters (about 500 of them)
appeared in three different books: The
Future Poetry, On Himself and Savitri.
But now we have some 1000 letters, so
we decided to put them in a separate
volume; it will be almost 800 pages
long. Even so, it will not contain the
detailed comments that Sri Aurobindo
made on specific poems of his disci-
ples. Nirodbaran and Amal Kiran have
published some of their poems with Sri
Aurobindo’s corrections and
appraisals. We decided that only Sri
Aurobindo’s remarks of general inter-
est will be included in Letters on

from left to right Peter Heehs, Matthijs Cornelissen, Richard Hartz and Bob Zwicker. the

Poetry and Art.” Adds Bob: “Some day
we plan to publish the letters not by
subject but by correspondent. In this
format the disciple’s questions are
included as well as Sri Aurobindo’s
replies. In the case of literary corre-
spondence, the disciple’s poems can be
printed along with Sri Aurobindo’s
comments. The material will be left in
chronological order and we will be able
to include more of it. The correspon-
dence really springs to life when it is
presented as a day-to-day exchange
between master and disciple. We may
eventually wind up with 20 or 30
books like this. But we will take this up
only when the Complete Works are fin-
ished.”

Preparing editions of Sri
Aurobindo’s writings

On what basis do the editors in the
Archives prepare the texts for publica-
tion? And what does ‘editing” mean
when applied to the writings of Sri
Aurobindo? Answers Peter: “We don’t
‘edit’ in the way the term is usually
understood. Our aim is to publish Sri
Aurobindo’s works in accurate texts
that represent his final intentions. The
authenticity of the text is our concern.
When we have to make decisions, they
are based on textual evidence and not
on subjective factors such as our own
stylistic preferences. If a sentence is
somehow defective due to a slip of the
pen or incomplete revision, we may
emend it, but only when we feel sure
that the emendation is what Sri
Aurobindo intended to write. He used
to joke about his slips of the pen, so
that possibility has to be taken into
account when something in the manu-
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script doesn’t seem to make sense. But
we are extremely cautious about mak-
ing such emendations — even more so
than previous editors.”

Richard gives an example of an
incompletely revised sentence. “In the
second paragraph of the essay Purna
Yoga,! Sri Aurobindo originally wrote:
‘It does not matter if for the present you
fall short of your aim so long as you
give yourself wholly to the attempt.”
He then revised the sentence and
changed ‘wholly’ to ‘wholeheartedly’.
He also crossed out the two occur-
rences of ‘you’ and wrote ‘we’ above
them. Where ‘your’ appeared before
‘aim’, he crossed out the ‘y” so that it
became ‘our’. But he did not touch
‘yourself’. So the manuscript reads: ‘It
does not matter if for the present we
fall short of our aim so long as we give
yourself wholeheartedly to the
attempt.” The ungrammatical phrase
‘we give yourself’ obviously came
about due to an oversight in revision.
No editor would print it, even though it
is what is in the manuscript. When the
essay was published in the first edition
of The Hour of God in 1959, ‘yourself’
was corrected to ‘ourselves’ as Sri

‘Guna’ everywhere. In the Complete
‘Works, we have gone back to what was
printed during Sri Aurobindo’s life-
time. Another example, also in Essays
on the Gita, is the word ‘dharma’,
which Sri Aurobindo wrote with or
without capitalising the ‘d’, depending
on what he meant. In the Centenary
edition the word was uniformly capi-
talised, blurring the distinction he
intended to make. Here too we went
back to the original. In this one book,
there are more than 1,000 small differ-
ences such as these between the new
edition and the previous one. People
say that we have ‘changed’ it, but in

- fact what we did was to revert to the

original, that is, we restored what Sri
Aurobindo himself wrote.”

Savitri

The Archives has been severely
put to the test in connection with the
edition of Savitri that was published in
1993. Many people were shocked by
the number of differences from previ-
ous editions. Sri Aurobindo had
worked on Savitri for 34 years - from
1916 until the month before his passing
m 1950. During this time the poem
grew from a narra-
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tive poem of moder-
ate length into an

epic of almost
24,000 lines. He
revised the poem

again and again, fill-
ing notebooks, chit-
pads and loose sheets
of paper with his
alterations and addi-
tions, and revising by
dictation when he
could no longer see
well enough to do it
with his own hand.
The text was
undoubtedly a chal-
lenging one. Only
after seven years of
careful checking and
rechecking of the
original manuscripts

Aurobindo presumably intended. In
Essays Divine and Human, where such
essays reproduced from his manu-
scripts are now published, we have
accepted this emendation and others
like it. In newly published material we
have made similar emendations our-
selves where necessary.”

Peter continues: “Any time there is
a doubt about a sentence, our first
response is to look at the manuscript.
Sometimes a translator will come and
ask if a certain sentence is okay or not,
and give all sorts of reasons why it
should be changed. (This usually hap-
pens with translators, because they
have to understand every word before
they can translate it.) The answer is
always found by analysing the physical
evidence. It is never a question of mak-
ing a purely subjective decision. It is
the same when we evaluate previous
editions. In practice, when we prepare
Sri Aurobindo’s writings for publica-
tion, part of our work consists of restor-
ing texts to their original form where
we feel that others have edited them too
freely.”

Matthijs clarifies: “Our effort is to
keep the writings as Sri Aurobindo
wrote them. We have found that former
editors took lots of liberties with capi-
talising words and changing punctua-
tion marks. In the Centenary edition,
for example, the policy adopted for
Sanskrit words was to capitalise the
first letter of all words that are not itali-
cised. In Essays on the Gita the word
‘guna’ occurs a couple of hundred
times. Sri Aurobindo rarely italicised
or capitalised that word. In the
Centenary edition, it has been system-
atically capitalised; ‘guna’ has become

was it announced in
Archives and

Research journal of
December 1986 that a new edition of
Savitri was ready. But this turned out to
be just the beginning. The long list of
corrections published in the journal
caused an outery in some circles in the
Ashram. There were people who found
that the new edition contained changes
which were not to their liking or not
what they were
used to reading in

More generally, she sanctioned the
method of basing corrections on a com-
parison of the copies, typescripts, etc.,
with the manuscript - the method that
was later applied more systematically
by the Archives. Her approval of the
editorial process is mentioned in
Amal’s book Our Light and Delight in
the next paragraph after he reports that
she told him he was not to change
‘even a comma’. So her words have to
be understood in this context.

“Contrary to popular belief, the
published text of Savitri was in a state
of flux in the early days. Mistakes were
gradually being noticed and were cor-
rected almost every time there was a
reprint up to 1976, after which the
Archives began its work and it was
decided not to make any further correc-
tions until the new edition was ready.
There are more than 170 differences
between the 1950-51 edition and the
1954 edition, including about 80
involving commas and others that are
much more significant. In the last two
pages of Book Four, Canto Two, sever-
al lines of the first edition were
replaced in 1954 with versions whose
wording is entirely different. These
versions were taken from a typescript
revised by Sri Aurobindo, which had
been overlooked when the first edition
was prepared. The Mother was aware
of the work that was done on Savitri in
1954. Since she approved of the correc-
tions then being made, her remark to
Amal cannot possibly have meant that
she wanted the text printed in 1950-51
to be kept exactly as it was. She could
not have meant anything other than
what Amal himself explained in an
interview a few years ago, namely, that
he was not to change anything accord-
ing to his own ideas. In the same inter-
view, he mentioned another conversa-
tion he had with the Mother in which
he explained to her that corrections in
Savitri might be necessary because Sri
Aurobindo’s words had sometimes
been misread. She said, ‘That’s a dif-
ferent matter.’

“The discovery of errors in the
published text of Savitri continued after
1954 and led to many further correc-
tions when the Centenary edition was
published in 1970. But most of these
mistakes were obvious enough to be
noticed by someone reading the printed
book. In those days, the manuscripts
and typescripts were checked only
when an error was suspected. (It was
while doing this kind of spot-checking
in 1954 that the revised typescript I

But this was intelligent and construc-
tive criticism, in contrast to much of
what the Archives has faced more
recently. It had the valuable effect of
stimulating Nirodbaran and Amal, who
had worked on the earlier editions
under the Mother’s supervision, to play
an active role in preparing the new edi-
tion of Savitri and ultimately to take
full responsibility for it. They spent
four years looking at the manuscripts
and other materials related to each
point in our list of proposed correc-
tions. It was they who decided every
detail of what was finally printed. What
was remarkable was to witness
Nirodbaran’s absolute integrity. He
had been the one who had copied the
manuscripts of Savitri for Sri
Aurobindo and he had done a very
impressive job. But if our readings
were right, he had made some mistakes
in copying the hundreds of pages of

_ difficult manuscripts. He now had the

authority to make the final decisions.
He could easily have justified his own
copying where we doubted its correct-
ness. Nobody could have challenged
him. But he never once took that atti-
tude. His only concern was with seeing
what Sri Aurobindo had written and
following it.”

The handwriting

Gradually, Sri Aurobindo’s finely
etched handwriting became notorious
for being almost illegible. In his
Correspondence, Nirodbaran cites an
instance where he protested, “Good
Lord, your writing is exceeding all lim-
its, Sir!” Sri Aurobindo retorted,
“Transformation of handwriting. The
self exceeds all limits, the handwriting
should do so also.2” Peter comments:
“There are early periods of the hand-
writing when almost every letter is dis-
tinctly formed. There are later periods
when you often have just the general
shape of a word and have to see from
the context what word fits, looking at a
combination of form and meaning. The
last stage of the handwriting, around
1947 when Sri Aurobindo’s eyesight
was failing, looks almost illegible at

an earlier edition
that the Mother
herself had given
them. And had
not the Mother
said to Amal
Kiran in 1954 that =%
she wouldn’t
allow him to
change even a
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comma in
Savitri?

Richard
answers: “There
has been a lot of
confusion

because that statement of the Mother
has been misinterpreted by people who
don’t know about the editorial work
she actually authorised. Taken out of
context, what she said to Amal may
sound like an unanswerable argument
against the new edition of Savitri and,
by extension, against the work of the
Archives as a whole. It is cited, for
example, in several court cases against
the 1993 edition of Savitri which we
have had to fight in the last few years.
(As you can imagine, this has not
helped us to stay on schedule with the
Complete Works.) But the fact is that
in 1954 the Mother approved of plenty
of changes in the printed text of Savitri.

A sample of the handwriting of Sri Aurobindo. The text reads: “What we seem to be is a
thinking human animal. What we are and have to become is God; the secret purpose of
our existence here is to find the occult Reality of ourselves and the world, to become
Divine." This text was written between the middle and late 1940s.

From Essays Divine and Human, vol. 12 CWSA , p. 287

mentioned was found by accident.) Yet
the only way to be sure about the accu-
racy of the text is to read the final man-
uscripts all the way through and look at
all the subsequent stages of copying,
typing and printing to see whether dif-
ferences from the manuscript were due
to Sri Aurobindo’s dictated revision or
to someone else’s inadvertency. This is
what the Archives has spent so many
years doing.

“After completing three such read-
ings of the manuscripts of Savirri, we
published our first list of proposed cor-
rections in 1986. There was some criti-
cism of that list, and this had to be dealt
with before we could proceed further.

first sight. Often it is hard to figure out
where one word ends and the next
begins. But when you study this hand-
writing it turns out to be rather system-
atically illegible, making it not impos-
sible to read. For example, sometimes
in trying to decipher a word it helps to
count the dots of the ‘i’s; generally they
are all there somewhere. And if we are
lucky, there may be an earlier draft of
the same text that is clearer.
Meanwhile, as we struggle to tran-
scribe the texts, the pressure to finish
the book and get it to the press is
mounting, because we are always
behind schedule.

continued on page 3




MATRIMANDIR

Light play in the Petals

Art and technology collaborate in the meditation chambers
of the twelve petals around Matrimandir

meditation chambers in the petals around the

Matrimandir has been slow, as this work was
never considered a priority. These days, however,
much progress is being made and there is light at the
end of the tunnel - in fact almost literally in the case
of the light shields for each of the windows, the port-
hole-like opening in each Chamber. Auroville Today
met with artist Shanta (Chantal Gowa) to hear about
the latest realizations.

“I have been working on this project for over 7
years,” says Shanta. Recognised for her intuitive sen-
sibility and artistic vision, Shanta was invited by
Roger Anger to select the correct colours and design
the window shields for each of the twelve meditation
chambers surrounding the Matrimandir. Each of the

T he pace of the work to complete the twelve

The play of light and shadow through the
window shield of ‘Generosity’

chambers is to be painted a specific colour, to which
The Mother attributed a specific quality, so that visi-
tors to the chamber can meditate on that aspect of
their journey towards integrality.

“Sincerity (light blue), Peace (deep blue),
Equality (blue violet), Generosity (pure violet),
Goodness (reddish violet), Courage (pure red),
Progress  (vermillion), Receptivity (orange),
‘Aspiration (golden yellow), Perseverance (light yel-

low), Gratitude (light green), and Humility (dark
green) are the dozen.
Shanta has painstakingly researched the meanings
behind the attributes of each colour. Gathering The
Mother’s and Sri Aurobindo’s own words to describe
these attributes, she has built up a voluminous refer-
ence work to which she constantly turns for inspira-
tion as she visualizes her window designs.

“When I first came here, it was the pale shades
that Aurovilians liked,” says Shanta.” An early exper-
iment was with the colour violet painted in a Spanish

SRI AUROBINDO ASHRAM ARCHIVES AND RESEARCH LIBRARY

fresco style and
tested in  the
Generosity cham-
ber. But it has
given a somewhat
washed-out

impression  and
more and more I
got the feeling that

it is the wrong
choice.” The search
for the perfect vio-

-let continues.

“The Mother always spoke of pure colours.
When She spoke of pure red, it is not pink that she
meant! Mother spoke about the petals as a space in
which to have a colour bath,” explains Shanta. “If
you need courage for example, you go to the appro-
priate chamber with the red walls. There you sit for
whatever time you need and immerse in the vibration
of that colour.” Shanta believes that if the colour is
the exact pigmentation as visualized by The Mother,
then its vibration will bear the quality attributed to it.
“This is why we have been so
particular to get the colours
right.”

Currently a seemingly cor-
rect deep blue pigment has
been ‘discovered’ for the Peace
chamber and brought all the
way from Germany. “It is a
pure pigment, and we had to
mix it with media and prepare
the paint ourselves,” recollects
Shanta. She goes on to narrate
the elaborate process that fol-
lowed. “We decided to use the
dynamised water prepared by
Bhagawandas that had been
exposed to the mantra of The
Mother [see AVToday January
2002, #156]. We made close
tol5 litres of paint, and seven

Section through petal chamber (not to scale)

material. It is on this layer that Shanta creates her
designs of oval cut-outs of various sizes. The light
coming through the two shields into the Chamber has
a chiaroscuro effect, a magical play of golden light
and shadow through the cut-outs in the fibreglass.
Shanta shares her experience: “I discovered a won-
derful effect. Sometimes it is like a sphere, sometimes
like the moon, like the various phases of the moon. It
feels like something from another world.”

Shanta does her experiments using some of the

of us painted the rooms.”

Alongside the work to
select the pigments, the design of
the shields for each window progressed. Shanta
explains that until three years ago the shields were
visualised as circular semi-transparent pieces. “Then
Roger Anger wanted to try the overall shape of the
Matrimandir. This resulted in oval shields, measuring
155 centimetres by 130 centimetres.”

The white-colour shields are double layered and
curve inwards. A gap of a few inches separates them.
The inner layer consists of a sheet of translucent
fibreglass. The outer layer is also made of the same

Shanta appraises a model for the shields

finest white paper available in France. But recently
work progressed a step further. In collaboration with
Joel, who fabricates light aircraft bodies in a factory
near Bangalore, Shanta has realised the first of the 12
shields, an inspired creation of breathtaking beauty,
which will soon be placed in the Peace chamber.
As with so many other aspects of the Matrimandir,
the collaboration of artistic vision with modern mate-
rials and advanced technology has again borne fruit.
Priya Sundaravalli

Publishing Sri Aurobindo’s Complete Works

continued from page 2

“A lot of what we do is essential-
ly glorified proofreading. That
sometimes brings the danger that the
work becomes just the grist of the
day, where you go through another
20 pages of text. Doing this kind of
work is entirely different from read-
ing Sri Aurobindo’s writings for
yourself, where you can enjoy the
flow of the argument and the beauty
of the language. We sometimes miss
the forest for the trees. But there is a
reward in this work. It is fascinating
to study the way in which Sri
Aurobindo revised his own texts - a
privilege which others cannot share
with us. This work does take you
into his consciousness, so to speak,
and it gives a kind of precision and
in-depth understanding, looking at
the exact nuances of the words he is
using and seeing why he is changing
one word to another. It gives a par-
ticular intimacy.”

Richard describes the experience
of deciphering words that have
almost been given up as illegible:
“In front of you is the manuscript of
a writing that has never been pub-
lished before. It is to be included in a
book that is nearly ready to go to the
press. But in the printout there are

still places marked with ‘[. . .]°,
meaning an illegible word. I know
that this piece of paper has been
lying around for maybe 90 years or
so and that something is written
there, something that came from Sri
Aurobindo’s consciousness, which
nobody has been able to decipher.
This is the last chance to read that
word or phrase for this edition. And
that is exciting. At this point I lock
myself in the cold storage room
where we keep Sri Aurobindo’s
original manuscripts and I will
remain there until I solve the prob-
lem. I feel somewhat like a yogi
doing tapasya in a cave in the
Himalayas. Taking my small loupe
with 8x magnification, I put it on the
word in the manuscript and sit there
looking at it, aware of the context
but preferably with no preconceived
ideas about what kind of word it
might be. I have found that it is
mainly a question of tenacity, of not
giving up. After staring at a word
sometimes for hours, there is a mys-
terious moment when suddenly,
without my knowing exactly when
or how it happened, I know what is
written there. You can call it intu-
ition or whatever you like. That is
one of the satisfactions of this
work.”

The meaning

Editing Sri Aurobindo’s texts is
one thing, understanding them is
something else. Peter remarks: “In a
sense, the meaning is not our prob-
lem. Our aim is to provide an accurate
text by following Sri Aurobindo’s
manuscripts. Obviously, to be able to
do anything in the English language
you have to know the language, and
of course we try to understand the
text ourselves as part of the process.
But it is not our work to interpret the
text for readers. Here and there we
have added factual footnotes about
the manuscript or some textual diffi-
culty, but we do not comment on the
text. For the Record of Yoga we will
publish a glossary and a structural
outline of the system of terminology,
because it is so unusual and inaccessi-
ble. But even there, we keep the ele-
ment of subjective interpretation to a
minimum. We study the contexts in
which Sri Aurobindo has used a par-
ticular word, in the Record and in his
other works, and on that basis we for-
mulate a definition, as close as possi-
ble to his own words, taking the
Sanskrit dictionary definition and if
necessary the etymology into
account. That is as far as the responsi-
bility of the Archives goes, as we see
it. Any interpretation of the text or

commentary on it is an individual’s
personal business.”

The Mother's works

Is there any chance of bringing out
a Complete Works of the Mother — a
revised and enlarged edition of the
Collected Works? Bob shakes his
head. “Not at the moment. We are
fully absorbed in Sri Aurobindo’s
works. The Mother’s works are on
hold. What is being done for now is to
reissue the [7-volume Collected
Works of the Mother in a new edition.
Its text will be the same as that of the
first edition, apart from the correction
of a few errors. And by the end of this
year we will issue a CD-ROM of these
17 volumes, with a good search pro-
gramme. I may add that the 17 vol-
umes are now available not only in
English but in French — and the work
of preparing the French edition for
press was done largely by Jyoti Sobel,
who is now an Aurovilian. So for the
moment we are concentrating on Sri
Aurobindo’s works, but a Complete
Works of the Mother will come.”
In conversation with Carel

L Sri Aurobindo, Essays Divine and
Human, CWSA, vol. 12, p. 98.

2 Nirodbaran, Correspondence with
Sri Aurobindo, p. 689.

In brief
Praying for rains

This year's summer rains have so far
failed. Due to the lack of sufficient
monsoons in the last few years the
ground water table has gone down
to an alarming level. A few silent
concentrations took place to ask for
Mother's Grace for the rains to
come. The power supply to
Auroville has become irregular due
to the shrinking of thermal and
hydro power generation.

Matrimandir concerns
Dr Kireet Joshi, Chairman of the
Auroville Foundation, addressed the
residents of Auroville to explain the
decisions taken at a Governing
Board Meeting in New Delhi on
June 24th. The Board found that the
Matrimandir Core Group appointed
by it has not functioned harmo-
niously and fruitfully to the extent
expected. The Board expressed
anguish that Auroville has not yet
succeeded in demonstrating the
spirit of united endeavour vibrant
with Harmony, Goodwill, Discipline
and Truth as given by Mother in
one of her messages to
Matrimandir. The Board urged the
Core Group members to make one
more effort. Other decisions taken
include the approval of the appoint-
ment of the Acting Secretary as the
second  signatory for  the
Matrimandir accounts; a call to
Auroville residents to come forward
to help complete Matrimandir; and
a re-iteration of the Board's views
that Mr. Roger Anger is the archi-
tect of Aurovile and of the
Matrimandir.

MM test lake

With the help of experts of the
German Landesgewerbeanstalt in
Nuremberg, a trial pond has been
made, using for lake-bed sealing a
compacted mixture of clay called
Bentonite and red laterite Auroville
soil. After more than a month of
monitoring it appears that the water
level does not drop at a rate faster
than that due to natural evapora-
tion. A deeper pond will now be
constructed to test the sealing tech-
nique on a larger scale.

MM inner skin

Aluminium profiles to frame the
translucent triangular panels of glass
for the inner skin of the
Matrimandir, manufactured at a
factory in Mysore, have arrived. The
profiles will be fashioned into 750
triangular frames, each side approx-
imately three metres long.

New issue of MM
journal

Issue no. 11 of the Matrimandir
Journal, ‘The Divine Shakti and the
Integral Yoga', is available from
matrimandir@auroville.org.in

Auroville News Policy
A new policy for the weekly
Auroville News is being prepared
after a survey in which 142 people
participated. The main changes will
be that the word 'Auroville’ will no
longer appear in the title, and that
contributions will be screened by an
editorial team which is accountable
to the Auroville Council.

RITAM

From August 2003 the Sri
Aurobindo International Institute for
Educational Research [SAIIER], will
publish a new bi-annual journal
RITAM on material and spiritual
researches in Auroville. It will publish
articles, interviews etc. which are
relevant to Auroville, both from
people in Auroville as well as from
others. Those wanting a free hard
copy please write to
unity@auroville.org.in. The maga-
zine will also be available at
http://www.auroville.org/index/ri
tam.htm.
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MAIN THEME: PLANNING THE CITY

Auroville City Development

For the last three years, the Interim Development Council has overseen the development of Auroville. its mandate expired in May

evelopment is controversial everywhere
Din the world. Managing development

well means balancing the known needs
of today against the uncertain needs of the long-
term future: weighing-up the conflicting inter-
ests of industry, the environment, commerce and
the general public. This is difficult.

In Auroville, there is the added complication
that we are not just building a city. We are par-
ticipating in an Experiment of which the City is
merely the physical manifestation. So Ideals
have to be added to the scales, with their
attached baggage of passionately held interpre-
tations and irreconcilable disagreements.

Auroville Today decided to take the temper-
ature, so to speak, of that section of the commu-
nity which has day-to-day responsibility for
developing the City of Dawn. We spoke sepa-
rately to the Interim Development Council,
Auroville’s Future, the International Zone
Group and the Green Group. (The Industrial
Zone Group were out of town, and there are cur-
rently no bodies representing the Residential or
Cultural Zones.)

We asked them how they see the next three
to five years. What do they want? How will they
be working with other groups? What do they
actually do?

A note on the Masterplan

The Auroville Masterplan is the official
development plan for Auroville which was
approved by the Ministry of Human Resource
Development on April 12, 2001. It is a “perspec-
tive plan”, which contains the broad concepts
and philosophies of the township’s develop-
ment. It has a time-span of about 25 years.
Within the framework of the perspective plan,
detailed development plans will be made, which
have time-scales up to five years. Development
plans can only be made once the ground realities
are clear; they require surveys to acquire the
necessary data. Lastly, there will be annual
plans made for implementation.

The Masterplan also forms a crucial safe-
guard for Auroville’s place within the bio-
region. Without it, Auroville cannot request any
kind of protection from the Tamil Nadu or
Central Governments. Since land-purchase is
still a problem, this protection is of the utmost
importance.

The need for a Masterplan was therefore
accepted fairly equanimously by the communi-
ty. However, it is by no means regarded by all
Aurovilians as a definite plan for how Auroville
will actually develop. Nevertheless, both
Auroville’s Future and the Interim Development
Council regard the Masterplan as the basic blue-
print for the City.

The Interim Development Council

If any group can be said to manage the
process of what gets built where in Auroville, it
is the IDC. All planning applications must be
referred to them, and they can effectively veto
any projects. They are also responsible for
developing the city’s public infrastructure.

This is a very difficult task, considering that
they have almost no resources. Auroville is
chronically short of human and financial capital.
Since it takes enormous amounts of both to
build even a small town, the IDC really are try-
ing to make bricks without straw.

The IDC also, in the nature of things, attract
the most direct criticism from the community.
There are several reasons. Firstly, implementing
the Masterplan means upsetting existing resi-
dents. “Take the road plan,” says Joseba. “When
the plan is put into execution, and the road work
commences, someone challenges the concept
entirely, or starts asking for the road to be shift-
ed an extra 10 or 20 meters from where they are
living!”

Secondly, being the body responsible for
saying No to peoples’ cherished projects does
not make the IDC popular.

Finally, since the IDC are seen as champi-
ons of the Masterplan, they become a lightning-
rod for community discontent on that subject.

Auroville’s Future

L’Avenir d’Auroville, or Auroville’s
Future, dates back to 1965, and has the distinc-
tion of being created by Mother Herself.

“Three things were established during
Mother’s own time,” says Pashi. “One was the
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Architect, Roger Anger. Second was the concept
of Auroville. Third was the creation of
Auroville’s Future as the department to assist
Roger in executing it.”

After nearly forty years, including a period
where it ceased to exist altogether, Auroville’s
Future is still fulfilling this role. They function
as the town planning department for the City.
They start by making assumptions about the
population growth of Auroville. From there,
they can estimate likely patterns of consumption
for water, energy, transport and so forth. The
level of detail required for this work is consider-
able. The team is awesomely knowledgeable,
dedicated and energetic. And they are quite
happy to call in outside help: one of the key con-
sultants in developing the Masterplan was Mr
Dattatri, former Chief Town Planner of the
Chennai Metropolitan Authority.

Like the IDC, Auroville’s Future are com-
pletely committed to implementing the
Masterplan. They are not unsympathetic to
desires for a more “organic” growth of the City.
But as Anandi explains, “Mother was very clear
she really wanted a plan. And She discussed
with Roger so many small details about it. For
us that is also a sign that there had to be a plan.
Otherwise we would be developing like other
cities all over the world ~ they have grown
organically.”

The International Zone

The International Zone perhaps presents the
smoothest road in terms of its development.
Many of the problems that make life extremely
difficult for Auroville’s Future, the IDC and the
Green Group do not exist in the International
Zone.

Auroville owns all but five acres of the land.
There is nothing much there to knock down. No-
one lives in it or near it, so NIMBY (Not In My
Back Yard) attitudes to new roads and infra-
structure aren’t a problem. Relationships with
likely providers of capital and inspiration (the
Auroville International centres overseas) are
good. Finally, uniquely, Auroville as a whole is
not yet passionately married to any particular
outcome. So the constant cataract of complaints
that pours down on development debate else-
where is only experienced as a tiny drip in the
International Zone.

To top it all off, the team doing the work is
as passionate, informed, diverse and committed
as you could wish to meet. And positive! The
word “problem” only occurred once during the
interview.

The existing buildings in the International
Zone are Bharat Nivas (soon to be restored to its
rightful role as the Indian Pavilion rather than de
facto Auroville Town Hall), Savitri Bhavan, the
Tibetan Pavilion, the Guest House of the
American Pavilion and the Unity Pavilion. This
last will be “very important” says Sergei. “It will
be where we co-ordinate development of the
International Zone. And it refers to the soul of
humanity as a whole, if other buildings are refer-
ring to souls of the nations. The International
Zone Group office will be there, as will architec-
tural planning. And it will be a place for
Pavilion Groups who have no places of their
own.”

The team sees itself as having two main
tasks at present. The first is to understand
Mother’s vision for the International Zone. The
second is to work very closely with the
Auroville Ineternational centres who will be
prime movers in actually building the Pavilions
— “the spiritual embassies of the nations,” in
Sergei’s words.

The Green Group

In some ways, the Green Group are the odd-
people-out in our group of interviews. They are
not specifically responsible for developing any
part of the City. They have no formal powers of
veto. They do not make development proposals.

However, perhaps more than any of the
development working-groups, the Green Group
provides a bridge between Auroville’s eco-vil-
lage past and its hopefully eco-friendly future.
And they are custodians of Auroville’s most vis-
ible and precious external achievement — the
trees. It is as if they are holding our collective
conscience.

Interviewing AuroFuture at their (old) office
in the morning, and then meeting the Green

Group at QOasis Juice Bar the same afternoon,
was like flying from Singapore’s Changi airport
to Tibet. A different world, a different world-
view. Much gentler, more diffuse, but just as
well-defined. So what about development?
Kireet, whose work with check-dams has
reached a point where a monsoon of up to 20cm
is contained with no run-off, agrees. “It should

beginnings. Construction of the Sydney Harbour
Bridge involved demolishing half a suburb,
compulsorily displacing thousands of people.
Was it worth it? Probably. But let’s hope that
they talked about it for a bit before starting.

Luckily, this is Auroville. There will, no
doubt, have been very many words exchanged
by the time we are a city of 50,000.

be in harmony with Nature, all the building, the
landscaping and everything we are going

David C

to do in Auroville. No pollution during
and after building. Not abusing nature, but
taking all the steps in line with nature. It
will ask us to be very conscious on the
way.” ;

The other groups talked mostly about
“what” they are doing and “why”. But the
Green Group is primarily concerned with
“how we do it,” says Gemma. “All these
people with passionate views about This
Is What It Should Be... If we can find a
way to create something with a reasonable
degree of harmony and peace, instead of
what we do at the moment, then that’s
actually the aim, isn’t it?”

This makes working with Auroville’s
Future and the IDC, in particular, a little
difficult. It is not because of any wish —on
either side — to be stand-offish. But the
working-methods don’t quite meet in the
middle. Kireet explains, “Fixed proposals
have to be somehow flexible as well. If
necessary, we have to change the plan and
do it better. Everything changes so fast we
that have to adapt constantly.”

Conclusion
It seems worth repeating that develop-
ment - is difficult. Not counting

Matrimandir and the Matrimandir Lake &
Gardens, few issues carry such an emo-
tional charge in Auroville, or affect our
everyday lives to such an extent.
Development has a long tail. Once a
block of flats is put up, or a canyon is
built-over, that is the end of the story for
many years to come. So it seems right that
we should vigorously debate the princi-
ples on which to build the City the Earth
Needs. What do we need, come to that?
Asking lots of “what” and “why” and
“how” questions can help to make sure
that we — and the earth — don’t suffer
unnecessarily when the bull-dozers move
in. And the grandeur of the vision must be
weighed against the costs, both financial
and human. Even projects that come to be
seen as iconic often have very shaky
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A Beginner's Guide to Devel

Are you confused about which group does what? AvToday provides

How to Read the Guide

Function: what the Group basically does around town
Mission: the purpose and intention of the Group regarding
development, as clearly stated by them during the interview
Orientation: is their conversation basically oriented towards
“What”, “Why” or “How” statements?

Team: to what extent do they appear to be a team as conven-
tionally defined? (100% = exhibits all characteristics of a
Team)

Efficiency: AVToday’s subjective impression of how effec-
tive the Group feels itself to be.(0% = life is almost impossible,
100% = we're totally winning)

Style: what is their conversational style? what do they talk
about?

Leadership: what sort of leadership style (if any) do they
exhibit?

AV Ideals: to what extent does the Group seem to think it
understands and reflects the ideals of Mother? (100% = cer-
tainty that we know what She meant, and we’re doing it)
Self-doubt: awareness exhibited that they might be mistaken,
or on the wrong track. (0% = untroubled by self-doubt, 100%
= tortured by it)

_ Inclusivity: willingness to include and work with ideas radi-

cally different from their own (100% = max inclusivity)
AVT féeling: the general feeling — state of your
correspondent after
the interview

The Interim Development Grou|

Function: Manage the overall developmen
Mission: To implement the Master Plan
Orientation: “What”

Team: 50% — but only two (hugely dissim
sent for interview, so difficult to rate
Efficiency: 40% — a noticeable sense o
which almost certainly does not reflect real
Style: Tendency to focus on the problems ir
slightly harried outlook overall. Very inte
ship between the Yoga and building the cit:
tive outlook emerged after encouragement
Leadership: Dogged, persistent

AV Ideals: 85%

Self-doubt: 25% — the IDC takes much dire
AV, which has a bad effect on morale desf
of Mission

Inclusivity: 30% — genuinely acknowle
validity of viewpoints different to the Mis:
them in?

AVT feeling: Positive, but your correspor
need to be reassuring and sympathetic.
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