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"The value attached by the
ancients to music, art and
poetry has become almost
unintelligible to an age bent
on depriving life of its
meaning by turning earth
into a sort of glorified ant
heap or beehive..."

Sri Aurobindo in The

National Value of Art

s a creative soul I'm

always looking for

inspiration. During an

interlude in the current

turbulent weather I
decided to take myself off in search of
that ‘something’.

An artist is not just a painter or a
sculptor. The Mother believed that “all
those who produce something artistic
are artists! ... whatever may be the type
of their production”. Architecture and
landscaping are forms of art and
abound in the bioregion. But that was
not what I was looking for. I wanted to
see what Auroville had to offer in the
form of accessible, public art.

What though, do we class as ‘pub-
lic’ space? Basically any place where
people are free to roam. This includes
the roads and pathways, all public
buildings and park areas as well as the
publicly-accessible exhibition spaces.
Despite the open community style here,
however, it is not acceptable to roam
around in someone’s garden, which
ironically is where some of the best art
is that I spotted through the shrubs.

_ Iknewitwouldn’t be possible visit

everywhere in one day so I set off with
a basic plan in mind: T would visit the
Solar Kitchen, Savitri Bhavan, Bharat
Nivas, the Visitors Centre, the Town
Hall and a few other places where I
was told there was some form of public
art or other.

At the entrance to the new Pour
Tous nearby the Solar Kitchen, is a tiled
swan mural created by Auroville potter
Michel. This mural was recently discov-
ered gathering dust in a store room and
was restored to glory by the lily pond,
an apt and fitting location given the
nature of the design. The dining area of
the Solar Kitchen itself houses a beauti-
ful stained glass window, a piece origi-
nally made by an Irish artist for a medi-
tation room in a house in Cambridge,
England, but later donated to Auroville.
Mother had commented that this work
was very beautiful, and I can’t but
agree, particularly with the early mom-
ing light shining through it. In front of
the Kitchen is a display of alternative
bike-parking structures executed in
cement, but is it art? [ walked through
the manicured front garden, marvelling
at the landscaping ... this is art too, I
mused, the plants and colours placed in
vibrant display.

Savitri Bhavan is home to the Sri
Aurobindo statue, but this is a monu-
ment more than a sculpture. Inside, the
building was cool and calm in compari-
son to the heavy heat outside. A beauti-
ful display of photography lined the
white walls, each photograph titled
with a caption from ‘Savitri’. There
was even a smile or two and whispered
words of assistance. This place is avail-
able for exhibitions by artists but the
selective work must have a connection
with the development of consciousness,
Sri Aurobindo and The Mother.
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/| y , Next stop: Bharat Nivas. Where to
e re o u = find some public art here, I wondered. I

Louise goes in search of public art in Auroville
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went first to Atithi Griha Guesthouse,
where I'd heard a new painting had
been mounted. It’s a shame that it was
lined up with a couple of other tradi-
tional paintings, located in the dining
area. 1 had expected an actual wall
mural rather than a framed piece.

I continued searching around for
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Nothing! The lobby of the Sri
. Aurobindo Auditorium where some-
; !‘ » ‘J Bats : i times art is displayed is empty. I tra-
; - versed the area to the Indus Valley
cafeteria, which is next to the Kala
Kendra Gallery. There was one sculp-
ture there, a bright yellow twist, but
there was no plaque saying who the
sculptor was. I learned later that it was
made by Aurovilian Henk van Putten. I
mounted the steps of the Gallery in
anticipation. Though there was a small
exhibition going on, there was no-one
here at all, not even someone to oversee
the display. Most of the lights were off
and the poster-filled board inside held
literature about exhibitions long gone.
In contrast to Savitri Bhavan the
Gallery felt deserted. To be honest, it
was uninspiring and felt run down. I'm
sure the place will look great in the
evening but in the daytime the absence
of proper lighting is quite depressing
and does no justice to the exhibited
works. A place like this should reflect
light, colour and energy all the time.

I returned outside, the air and
cloudy sky quite welcome now. As I
glanced up at the facade of the building
I couldn’t help but think that with all
the artists around it would be nice if
they could cover up the rain dribbles
with bright murals. I'm sure the kids
would love to be let loose. One painting
is there, I noticed quite by chance, an
amazing blaze of blue hidden behind
one of the side entrances to the auditori-
um. But again, there is no indication
who the artist is. Across from the
gallery is a fantastic space. It’s over-
grown now, but just imagine if it were
manicured and filled with statues and

places to sit. It would be a wonderful
meeting area to meet and chat or even
to study in peace.

Feeling a bit dejected I bumped my
way down to the Visitors Centre. This
is the place, I thought, where there must
be something of interest. Wrong! The
only signs of creativity were some
painted rocks hidden away in the chil-
dren’s and picnic area. However, they
were boldly colourful, as only children
can be with their art. Also, there was
one beautiful stone depicting wildlife
just in front of them. It was obviously
painted by someone older and more
experienced though. I later discovered
that the wildlife murals one sees at the
toll booth on the ECR near Chennai are
from the same artist. I have travelled
that road many times and never knew
the paintings were from Auroville!

continued on page 2

Top: The stained-glass window
at the Solar Kitchen restaurant.
Second row: Swan mural at the
Pour Tous Distribution Centre;
statue 'The Offering’ at the Town
Hall

Third row: The exhibition space
of Savitri Bhavan

Fourth row: The exhibition space
at Kala Kendra; statue at Bharat
Nivas
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THE ARTS

continued from page I

At the Town Hall I marvel at the statue in the
small triangular pond. Is it Krishna? Is it
Buddha? I'm not sure but it is amazingly tranquil.
A small brass plaque tells me its title “The
Offering’ and that it was made by Robert Lorrain,
a Canadian sculptor, who donated the work to
Auroville. At the other side of the Town Hall is a
rocket-like sculpture, designed, I learned, by the
late Roger Anger, Auroville’s chief architect,
who is also responsible for the two beautiful
sculpted forms against the walls next to the stair-
case. Above the reception area hangs an enor-
mous globular sculpture, also conceived by him
with the central ball executed by Auroville artist
Shanta. I know this because I read about it. But
the receptionist didn’t. I found this quite sad. At
the very least, employees in the public arena
should have some knowledge of their area.

CSR is home to a ferro-cement sculpture,
basically two roof panels artistically linked
together. The effect is striking. But this was
guarded by inquisitive dogs and there was no-
one around to ask about its origin.

Finally, weary, hungry and thirsty after the
bumpy ride with a back that felt like I'd gone 10
rounds with a professional boxer, I arrived at
Svedam’s Well Cafe. I'm not sure if this is
classed as public or not but the ingenious prints
of Louis” work on flex (perfect to weather the
weather) certainly brighten the surroundings.

The Mother wanted Auroville to be known
through its art; yet on my limited trek of almost 3
hours I didn’t find much to inspire me. This is
not to say that Auroville produces no art: the
exhibition halls at Pitanga, the Pyramids and
Aurelec regularly show Auroville creations but
these are only limited accessible to the non-
Auroville public.

I went to see Pierre Legrand, an established
artist and long-term Aurovilian to try and gain
some perspective on the subject of ‘public art’.
Pierre is currently a member of the new
L’Avenir d’Auroville team, Auroville’s town
planning department.

Top row: Sculpture by Roger Anger in the
garden of the Town Hall; globular sculp-
ture in the Town Hal conceived by Roger
Anger, central piece executed by Shanta.
Second row: Painted stone at Visitor's
Centre; sculpted forms by Roger Anger in
the Town Hall.

Bottom row: Ferro-cement sculpture at
CSR; paintings at Sve Dam café.

Collaborating towards a new culture

“Auroville should be recognised through its arts.” The Mother

uroville has always

been known for its

artists, yet the creative

individuals in the com-

munity struggle to
have their work considered worthy
of “‘work” when its comes to finan-
cial support. This is not unique to
Auroville. Almost universally artists face
challenges to get their precious gifts
recognised as valuable contributions to
society. Much of this stigma comes from
the exponential growth of art as a com-
modity. Only the lucky —not necessarily
talented — few are able to make a living
purely from their creations.

The September issue of Auroville
Today featured a report on the Integrated
Sustainability Platform (ISP) and its
views on the future of the city. Amongst
the numerous ‘new arenas’ suggested for
addition to the existing infrastructure is
that of “culture’.

Marco and Krishna, who are mem-
bers of the ISP Culture Group (now com-
prising ten members), explain that the
group’s main focus is now on the devel-
opment of the Culture Zone. This zone
would not house ‘schools’ but centres of
research and development as well as art
and music studios, all closely interlinked,
to allow people of all ages and experi-
ence to develop together. [t is this desire
to create artistic “movement’ or rather ‘an
artistic movement’ which fuels the
group’s vision. Group members Rolfand
Pushkar presented artistic interpretations,
by way of sketches, of how the group’s
vision, including layout, buildings and
shared spaces for the Cultural Zone could
be assimilated into the Galaxy Plan.

Krishna eloquently says that next to
Kalabhumi, the only existing artist com-
munity in the Cultural Zone, there is a
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need for more facilities for artists in
Auroville, like dedicated studios and
meeting spaces. A new development
will be the Centre for Research in
Performing Arts (CRIPA) which is
being built. Krishna talks about the
facilities of Kala Kendra in the
International Zone, “Though it is a
gallery, a studio space, and has
opened the Indus Valley,” she says,
“it has yet to become a place where
artists meet and discuss, or just hang
out”.

Culture is a way of life in the
broader sense of its meaning. A ‘cul-
ture zone’ would provide more than
justa place for the creative communi-
ty to work. It would ideally be a place
where discussions and collaborations
would manifest, where ideas would
take shape, where a new way of life
would come into being, or a new way
of being would come to life.

Discussion is considered a key to
any societal development. “A piece of
art will always raise discussion,” says
Krishna. “For instance, put up a paint-
ing or install a sculpture and there will
always be those who comment on the
location, appropriateness, subject mat-
ter, aesthetic value or even relevance.”

Artists tend to create within their
own space. A number of creative
communities within Auroville have
developed a sense of collaboration,
“but, we need to tease the people out
of their holes,” says Marco. “We
want people to start questioning. For
instance: What does it mean to have
culture? What is ‘culture’ in
Auroville? How can art play a leading
role in the work here? Where are the
artist innovators the Mother spoke of? Is
it possible to create an infrastructure to

reflect all of this? It’s all of these ques-
tions which helped to create the initial
ISP vision. Creative souls have the abili-

An upturned car in the Greenbelt.
‘Interactive art exhibit - please paint
something beautiful’ says the note on
a nearby tree

ty to think out-of-the-box. It is interest-
ing to note that there are now two artists
involved in the new L’ Avenir team.

Marco adds that culture is not just

“The fact is there’s no urban art here!” he
said, “T"'m surprised you’re writing a story about
it. It’s a dream of mine, though.”

I asked why he thought there was little on
view when there are so many artists in
Auroville. “Actually there are not that many
artists here when you consider the population,
plus there’s no supportive infrastructure for
artists. We must remember that Auroville is still
quite small, almost a village. Only, we seem
bigger because of all the international expo-
sure,” he replied.

“We are still quite basic in terms of culture
and visual art. There’s a sophistication required
that we have not yet reached. Just look at the
depth of Indian artwork. We do have places for
exhibitions but these are only short-term and
after a couple of weeks they are forgotten.”

“But still,” I said, “Surely there are some
works which could be displayed? The artists
must have spare work lying around which could
be shared. Are there any other reasons?”

“Vandalism is one prime reason. It is preva-
lent here and there are not many protected
spaces where artists would be prepared to install
work,” said Pierre. *“Another reason is that there
is more competition than support here. So to put
up a piece, open for view, open to the elements
and to other things...we’re just not ready. It was-
n’'t like that before...I don’t know what hap-
pened. I used to give art away, paintings,
sketches, installations...” he drifts off. “We have
become quite bourgeois,” he adds.

“You know.” he says, “even in Paris or
many of the other great cities, there isn’t actual-
ly much public art. If you walk around there are
many monuments, but not much art. And just
think how many artists there are there! Galleries
are the places to go and they’re free. It’s the
same here, the galleries house public art. In
terms of public display areas in Auroville, the
architecture doesn’t really lend itself well.”

“l do like the concept of flex-mounted
work,” Pierre says when 1 mention Louis” dis-
play at Well Cafe, “Louis is very innovative, |
like that.”

It was an interesting search, unfortunately
concluding that there is far too little public art in
Auroville as yet. It would be a joy to see more
Auroville art in public places, outside the gal-
leries. For art speaks a language of its own, a
language which brings us closer to the divine in
many ways.

Louise

Beyond and above this intellectual utility of Art, there is a higher use, the
noblest of all, its service to the growth of spirituality in the race.
Sri Aurobindo, in The National Value of Art

" about art. “The concept of the Cinema

Paradiso, which screens regular films, is

not about just showing a movie. It is
about generating discussion. Theatre
and music, they all generate discus-
sion. New ideas only come from inter-
action and discussion. We wanted to
have a couple of benches outside
where people could hang around com-
fortably after a showing and chat. In
the end the planners did not share our
vision for the social aspect of the build-
ing so we ended up installing the light
outside to encourage people to stay for
a few minutes.”

A positive start to encouraging
collaborative participation from the
creative community will be the
Culture Group’s launch, by early
October, of an Arts and Culture
Newsletter. Previously, postings on art
and culture were included in the News
& Notes, but this meant limited visi-
bility as the articles were lost amongst
the official bulletins. The aim is to
open up discussion forums and to dis-
seminate articles on the arts, not just
from Auroville but from around the
world. In this way, the Newsletter will
become an educational tool, serving
the dual purpose of gaining insight on
up-to-date global developments in all
creative fields (architecture, art, music
scenes, etc.) as well as exposing the
Auroville arts and cultural scene.
What is anticipated is that the
forums will house more constructive
forms of discussion as opposed to
general critique.

‘What support does Auroville offer
its artists? “Artists are not considered
important to the building of the city,”
says Krishna. “Land acquisition and
water for the proposed 50,000 people

are more important than developing an
art movement, obviously. An econo-
mist is more valuable to city develop-
ment than, say, a poet.” “There is some
funding available which a number of
groups are taking advantage of,” says
Marco. “Theatre and music projects
have won small grants. But mainte-
nance is not part of that funding.”

Will the Group also promote public
art? “The Visitors Centre Group are
looking at the option to create an exhi-
bition area there in the future,” says
Marco. “But if you're talking about art
within the city limits, then the Youth
Centre is developing rapidly. Some
may say that what they produce is an
act of rebellion, for example the
upturned car structure, but they are
obviously communicating much more.
It is always a deep expression of feeling
which leads to creation. We shouldn’t
suppress this, we should encourage it.”

The price of much of the Auroville
artwork is quite high and so not accessi-
ble to the average Aurovilian. Options
to make this possible include an
Auroville Art Library. “What the
Mother said about the use of money,
this needs to circulate and be applied.”
Marco says. “We need to develop an
artistic movement not centred on the
exchange of money. Art can be free of
possession if we can learn to let it. We
hope to see the development of an artist
movement in Auroville which is
Aurovilian in nature ... no rules, no
guidelines ... simple discussion and
freedom of exchange and collaboration
of ideas.”

Louise
Journalistic contributions for the new Art
& Culture Newsletter can be mailed to
renu(@aurovillearts.com




LEGAL ISSUES

Affidavit against the Trustees of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram

n the August 2008 issue, Auroville Today pub-

lished an interview with Peter Heehs and a book

review of his new biography The Lives of Sri

Aurobindo published in the US by Columbia

University Press. Since then, the book has gen-
erated enormous controversy within the Aurobindonian
community. Some people have lauded it and regard it
as inspiring, ground-breaking, and as making Sri
Aurobindo accessible to an entirely new readership.
Others feel that the book denigrates Sri Aurobindo
because, they believe, it focusses upon his human rather
than divine characteristics. In particular, a few
Ashramites and their friends were so upset about the
book that they took action.

The cases in Orissa and Chennai

Learning that the book would be published by
Penguin India, in November 2008 a Writ Petition was
submitted to the High Court of Orissa in Cuttack to
prevent the publication of the book by Penguin. The
Court issued an interim order to the effect that the
book could not be published until the publisher had
received a no-objection from the concerned Ministries
of the Government of India. This case is still pending.

In the beginning of 2009, two almost identical
criminal cases against Heehs were launched by indi-
viduals in two districts of Orissa. The two magistrates
arraigned Heehs on various counts, including instigat-
ing ‘deliberate and malicious acts intended to outrage
religious feelings’ and bringing out ‘defamatory mat-
ter’. After issuing a summons, the magistrate of Barbil
in Keonjhar Distrtict, a remote, largely tribal district in
the northwest of the state, issued a non-bailable war-
rant against Heehs who had filed a request to be
exempted from personal appearance and be represent-
ed by his lawyer. This case was taken by Heehs’s
lawyers to the High Court of Orissa, which stayed all
proceedings as well as the non-bailable warrant. The
second case, in Cuttack, likewise was stayed by the
High Court.

One of the relatives of the Writ petitioner in the
High Court in Cuttack then attempted to have Heehs
deported by writing to the Indian Immigration
Authorities that the validity of the residential permit of
Heehs should not be extended. When the authorities
did not accede to this representation, another relative
of the Writ petitioner filed a Petition at the High Court
of Madras asking the Court to direct the Managing

| ~ Trustee of the Sti Aurobindo Ashram, the Regional

Registration Officer of Pondicherry, the Foreigners
Regional Registration Officer in Chennai, and the
Superintendent of Police (North), Pondicherry, to
deport Heehs forthwith.

The Writ was dismissed on 28 April 2010.
Observing that the Indian authorities had extended
Heehs® Residential Permit, the Court observed,
“Therefore, in our considered opinion, it is for the
petitioner to assail the correctness of the extension of
visa granted by the authorities concerned and no relief,

cated on the websife mirroroftomorrow.org.

much less the one sought for by the petitioner, can be
granted.” For the power to grant or refuse stay in India
to a foreigner is the exclusive privilege of the
Government.

The case in Puducherry

The next litigation was initiated on August 23,
2010. Five persons claiming to be inmates of the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram (Sraddhalu Ranade, Raman
Reddy, Niranjan Naik, Sudha Sinha, and S.
Ramanathan) filed a suit at the Puducherry District
Court against the Sri Aurobindo Ashram Trust and its
five Trustees (Manoj Das Gupta, Dilip Kumar Dutta,
Dilip Mehtani, R. Prabhakar, and Albert Patel). This is
a so-called ‘leave application” under section 92 of the
Civil Procedure Code, which deals with public chari-
table trusts. Any beneficiary can approach the compe-
tent court of law with such an application if he or she
deems that the trustees are not duly discharging their
function. With this application the plaintiffs, who are
claiming to be beneficiaries of the Ashram Trust, seck
the leave of the court to institute a suit against the
Ashram Trust and its Trustees.

The petitioners claim that the Trustees committed
a gross breach of trust by “instead of promoting Sri
Aurobindo’s tenets and philosophy ... continue to har-
bour, defend and openly extend support to Mr. Peter
Heehs, who authored ‘The Lives of Sri Aurobindo’, a
sacrilegious book ... ©“ The petitioners claim that the
Trustees refusal to expel Heehs from the Ashram, on
their advice and that of others, constitutes breach of
trust. The affidavit states, “By allowing such an unbe-
liever [Heehs] to reside in Sri Aurobindo’s Ashram,
the Respondents/Defendents as Trustees have allowed
the propagation of such false and malicious ideas about
Sri Aurobindo amongst the rest of inmates and believ-
ers. The continued presence of such an individual with-
in the Ashram has been extremely deleterious to the
interest of the other inmates in their pursuit of Sri
Aurobindo’s spirituality.” The affidavit concludes by
praying to the court to “grant leave to institute a suit”
against the Ashram Trust and its Trustees as they have
lost total confidence in the Trustees’ ability and will-
ingness to execute the trust and its properties as per the
Trust’s objects. “In the circumstances, the present
Trustees have to be removed and new trustees who will
protect the interest of the Trust have to be appoint-
ed....” The petitioner’s views are prominently advo-

Various reactions

The filing of the case against the Trust and its
Trustees has caused substantial unrest among the
members of the Ashram. In fact, already in June 2010,
one of the former trustees had pointed out, “The
Trustees are not elected by a body of voters; they are in
the board following the principles and procedure laid
down by the Mother, the founder of the Trust.” He had
also been *“shocked” that certain senior Ashramites had
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Open letter to members of the
Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondicherry,

Dear friends,

We, the Board members of Auroville
International, are writing to you to convey our
serious concerns about the impending legal
action instigated by a few members of the
Ashram community against the current
trustees, which appears to us to be a threat to
the integrity and credibility of the Ashram itself.

We write in a spirit of friendship and respect,
aware that we have been deeply indebted to
the Ashram for the spiritual and practical help
we have received in our efforts to bring the
vision and teaching of Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother to a wider public outside India. Many of
us have had the privilege of hosting some of
you on visits to our own countries, and we have
seen for ourselves how hearts have been
touched and lives changed by the inspiring
message that you have brought before this
wider audience, many of whom may never have
the opportunity to visit Pondicherry.

These people, like the thousands all over
the world who know Sri Aurobindo only through
his books or the internet, carry within their
hearts a picture of the Ashram that they have
never seen with their physical eyes. This
Ashram, the focus of their hopes and aspiration,
is the house of Sri Aurobindo, pervaded by his
atmosphere, a sacred space still presided over
and guided by the living presence of the
Mother, to whom all questions and conflicts are
referred and to whose loving guidance all are
subject.

These people are not mistaken. It is the
Qshram that exists in eternity, as a template for

=
its counterpart in time. Without the living link
between the spiritual and material realities pro-
vided by the members of the Ashram them-
selves, the Ashram remains what it is and
always will be, a place of pilgrimage and vener-
ation of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother at the
Samadhi, but no more than that.

We therefore offer our support to the
trustees of the Ashram who have acted in the
true spirit of the Integral Yoga, remembering the
Mother's instruction 'In peace and silence is the
greatest strength.' They have acted wisely to
preserve the integrity of the Ashram. We hope
that they will continue to serve for many years
to come and it is our fervent hope that the
actions of all who are part of the Ashram bear
witness to the teaching that they have received.

We do not accept that recourse to a court of
law for the settlement of disputes between
brothers and sisters in faith has a part to play in
the life of any Ashram, let alone the Ashram that
bears the name of Sri Aurobindo.

Yours Sincerely,

Martin Littlewood

Chairman, on behalf of the Board of

Auroville International

Sonia Dyne AVl UK
Francine Finck AVI France
Linda Grace Mosselman  AVI Netherlands
Isa Wagner AVl Germany
Friederike Mihlhans AV| Germany
Julian Lines AVl USA
Bryan Walton AVI USA
Martin Littlewood AVl UK
Christian Feuillette AVI| Canada
Alfonso Galiana AVI Spain
Robert Aarsse AVI| France

Mauna van der Viugt Auroville (Honorary

member)
o

promoted signature campaigns in the Ashram and sent
letters of allegation, based mainly upon unverified
rumours, to various wings of the government.

A similar view on the matter can be found on the
website iyfindamentalism.info which deals with
Integral Yoga and fundamentalism. “The petitioners
are seeking the court’s intervention in the management
of the Ashram because the Trustees have not expelled
Peter Heehs from the Ashram. This action not only
publicly challenges the integrity and authority of the
Trustees, but opens the Ashram to further division and
negative publicity in India and the world... .

“Most of the affidavit is devoted to a repetition of
the unfounded charges made over the last two years
by Ranade, Reddy and others against The Lives of Sri
Aurobindo. The book is described in the wildest and
most irresponsible terms which do not correspond to
anything Heehs has written. The effect of this rhetoric
is to draw attention away from the real motive of the
petition. The legal action brought against the current
Trustees attempts to replace the balanced and judi-
cious men who are long-time direct disciples of Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother with ambitious fig-
ures...This lawsuit is a direct attack upon the rules,
structure and functioning of the Ashram itself. It is an
open attempt to take over the Ashram.”

The website further states that the efforts to
destabilize the Ashram are being openly assisted by
a few other members of the Ashram, some of whom
have been offering classes and lectures in Auroville.
At the end of a detailed rebuttal of all the charges
made in the affidavit, the website opines that the
Honourable District Court of Puducherry should
immediately dismiss the suit.

The views in Auroville and of Auroville
International

Many Aurovilians have read Heeh’s book. In the
main, the response has been very positive, although
some Aurovilians had reservations. However, the fil-
ing of the affidavit at the Puducherry District Court
against the Ashram and its Trustees, which is per-
ceived as an attack upon the Trustees, has been uni-
versally condemned. Deeply upset, the Working
Committee of the Residents’ Assembly, on 17
September, 2010, sent a letter of solidarity and support
to the Ashram Trustees. Individual Aurovilians have
also written to the Trustees offering their support. A

“posting on Auronet, Auroville’s “internal website,

drawing attention to the filing of the affidavit received
arecord number of ‘hits’. However, Aurovilians and
friends differed in how they felt we should respond.
Some felt this was an Ashram matter and that
Auroville should keep out of it. Others said there
should be no collective action on Auroville’s part but
that individuals should respond as they felt moved.

Those who felt strongest about Auroville becom-
ing involved pointed out that Auroville was associated
in many people’s minds in India with the Ashram and
that disunity there would inevitably reflect upon
Auroville. Others were disturbed that one of the main
petitioners, Shraddalu Ranade, is allowed to continue
his classes at Savitri Bhavan in Auroville as this might
be understood that Auroville was supporting his
stance. In fact, some Auroville International Centres
and some Sri Aurobindo Centres in the USA have
already, months ago, dissociated themselves from
Shraddhalu. Savitri Bhavan has not given a public
explanation of their position but in an email to
AVToday its executive Shraddhavan wrote, “I deeply
regret all these happenings which express and threaten
to widen a deep split amongst people connected with
Sri Aurobindo and the Mother; but Savitri Bhavan has
always been open to the whole Aurobindonian family,
as well as welcoming members of the general interest-
ed public, and T hope that it can remain that way.”

Another concern raised by some Aurovilians is the
statement in the affidavit that Peter Heehs is ‘an unbe-
liever’. This implies that the work of Sri Aurobindo
and The Mother can be regarded as a religion. Both Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother have on more than one
occasion categorically stated that their work cannot be
considered a religion and that the Ashram is not a reli-
gious association. The Supreme Court of India pro-
nounced upon the issue in 1982 when it judged that
“the teachings of Sri Aurobindo only represent his phi-
losophy and do not constitute a religion.”

Sri Aurobindo doesn’t ask to believe, but to expe-
rience. This statement in the affidavit effectively
reduces His and The Mother’s teaching to a religion
and a dogma.

Auroville International expressed its concerns in
an open letter to the members of the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram, Pondicherry [see box].

It is sad that for two years, since the publication of
the book, the detractors and supporters of the book
have not been able to resolve the conflict amongst
them. Since the petitioners have taken it upon them-
selves to challenge the Trustees by filing a suit, it has
now fallen upon the Puducherry District Court to con-
sider the merits of the case.

Carel

In brief

Housing issues
The Entry Service requests all
Aurovilians to welcome and house
new people. The Service has
received a record number of appli-
cations since July 2010.

Work, maintenance
and contribution

poli

The Budget Coordination
Committee in cooperation with
other working groups has submit-
ted a draft Work, Maintenance
and Contribution Policy for com-
munity review. The purpose of the
policy is to help clarify where
Aurovilians may work, establish a
proper maintenance framework,
promote a more equitable distribu-
tion of maintenances and clarify
the contribution policy for units,
consultants, guest houses and for
individuals who are able to work,
but who are not working.

Beach control
PondyCAN! in Pondy, together
with Aurovilians who live in or rep-
resent beach communities plan to
involve local fishing villages to pre-
vent further erosion of the coast.

mls'la launches

On 22nd September Upasana
launched KAPAS in Madurai to
focus on production of organic
cotton fabric, starting at the farmer
level and reaching into spinning
and weaving communities while
exploring the use of natural yarn
dyeing with Auroville’s The
Colours of Nature. The project
would also like to engage Indian
consumers and ask them to be
more aware of their buying choices
and consider supporting the
organicmovement. — —

Sustainable agricul-
ture plan

The Steering Committee for the
development of the Auroville
Sustainable  Agriculture  Plan
(ASAP) is working on a five-year
Agriculture Plan which involves
detailed assessment of all Auroville
farms. It will be ready in 6 months.

Water Task Force
L'Avenir d'Auroville has set-up a
Water Task Force to take care of
overall water management. The
group will propose development
steps and set up a professional ser-
vice for the implementation and
maintenance of the water infra-
structure.

Angetram

Four young Aurovilian Bharata
Natyam students, R. Auropremi,
G.M. Janani, K. Vidhya, and T.
Swathi, performed their Aran-
getram, their graduation perfor-
mance, at the Sri Aurobindo
Auditorium on September 10.

Olympic Triathlon

On Sunday 12th of September
Auroville hosted its first ever
Olympic distance Triathlon (swim
1.5 km - bike 40 km - run 10 km).
Seven hardy Aurovilians Auroson,
Aurovici, Jacky, Mark, Michael,
Peter CS and Sourya participated.

Biomedical Waste
Disposal

The Auroville Health Centre has
improved the treatment of the way
they dispose of biomedical waste.
Pathological waste, including
soiled cotton, band aids, gauze or
cloth, will be disposed of through
incineration; left-over medicines
(pills only) will either be re-distrib-
uted (if not expired), returned to
the manufacturer, burnt in the
incinerator or placed in a secure
deep pit burial.

Auroville Today October 2010 3



EbucATION

Creating Lilith

Christine talks about her early life in Auroville and the
creation of Lilith, an apprenticeship course in dressmak-
ing, underwear and swimwear based on a professional

German curriculum.

hristine begins her story.

“When Benito and I saw

the first video on

Auroville in 1991 — “The

City the Earth Needs’ —
our lives were changed. When it was
over we just sat there in silence then
said; “Come on, let’s go.” Within a
couple of months we landed here with
our five children and a German shep-
herd dog.

“I realized we had been looking for
our place for years. We were very
happy but life here was too difficult for
our daughter, Ines, who was fifteen,
severely disabled and had no social
contacts as she could not go to school.

“We returned to Germany for nine
years to care for her until one day,
when she was twenty five, she said:
‘Mama, Papa, I am old enough how to
be on my own; you can go back to
Auroville” We immediately sold
everything and came back with two
suitcases and a teenage daughter.
Fortunately, before we left, we had
bought some land beside Félicité, and
donated it to Auroville and had built a
simple house there. We called it
“Happiness,” and that is where we very
happily live today.

“We were just getting settled when
my sister developed cancer and so I had
to go back to Germany to care for her.
She was living with my 89-year old
mother so I cared for the two of them
and worked in tailoring as well. When
my sister finally died 1 was utterly
exhausted. I returned to India and col-
lapsed in Happiness, hardly going out
for six months.”

This was a period of introspection
and deep rest for Christine. She fixed-
up the house which had got into an
awful state during the family’s absence
and created a beautiful garden.
Eventually she felt strong enough to
face the next stage of her life.

“I did not know what work to do. In
desperation, on Mother’s birthday at
Darshan, I surrendered to Mother and
asked her; ‘I need to know what to do
here in Auroville; please give me a
direction.” The very next day I read in
the News and Notes that the Project
Coordination Group (PCG) were offer-
ing funds for various projects. [ remem-
bered how my teenage children and
their friends were always saying how

" difficult it was for them to get any fur-
ther education without going to Europe

as there was little, if any, professional
training for them in Auroville. I sud-
denly thought; ‘T have qualifications in
tailoring. Why don’t 1 set up a unit
where I can give Aurovilian girls a pro-
fessional German training?’

“I visited the existing tailoring
units and was encouraged by several
Aurovilian women who had been along
a similar road themselves. I wrote a
project for the PCG then put a notice in
News and Notes announcing a two year
professional tailoring apprenticeship
programme. Two girls applied.”

Christine gives a big smile and
walks through Auroshilpam in the
Industrial Zone, into a light pleasant
room with a large table with three
sewing machines and two dress dum-
mies in the corner. Piles of Vogue mag-
azines, materials and patterns lie on the
shelves and two girls are intently bend-
ing over a half-made skirt, holding big
scissors. “This is a dream come true for
me,” Christine says.

“The girls follow a professional
German curriculum and learn English
from Erin, maths from Ulla, pattern-
making from Gaby, fashion drawing
from Alice, business and economics
from Stephanie, and I do the technical
class. They also learn a lot about fibres,
threads and weaving, the different types
of clothes and looms which will be use-
ful for them to work in India. They are
here from nine till four five days a
week. When they complete the course
they will get an Auroville certificate.
Meanwhile, three more Aurovilian
women have come and joined the pat-
tern and technical drawing class.

“I have been incredibly lucky.
Prema gave me this room which was a
storeroom and the sewing machines.
Uma gave me these big pattern draw-
ers. We need so many small things to
start with, like different coloured
threads, zips, buttons, needles ... but it
is slowly coming together.

“The PCG has given me a grant of
Rs 2.2 lakhs which includes my mainte-
nance and money to buy the initial
things. Next year I plan to start doing
underwear and swimwear which will be
more profitable as many units here
already make clothes. I need a lot of
specialized equipment, however, and
these are difficult to get in India. T will
probably get the elastic materials from
China or Indonesia and am already try-
ing to find suppliers. Eventually I would

P

[ always loved fashion. I am always
stitching something and when I was
given a sewing machine for a birth-
day present that was fantastic.

I went to Future School and Alice
gave us a course on fashion-draw-
ing which really inspired me. Mahi
had a sewing machine and I used to
go to her house and she would
show me patterns. I have always
had this vague dream, this picture
in my head, of having a shop some-
where selling my own clothes.

For a while I worked in a unit but

I consider myself very lucky.”

-

nobody told me what to do or how I could learn more. It was a production
line and not suitable for someone like me who wants and needs personal
training. I got very unhappy and frustrated and had no idea how to improve
myself until Christine started this course.

If your parents do not have money to pay for your education in Europe
then you have to stay here. Even doing a two year course in Chennai or
Bangalore can be expensive. However, I would say about half of the
Kailash generation kids have gone to Europe, mainly Germany or Holland.
They work and study at the same which they say can be quite difficult, but
most of them love the challenge. They come back for a holiday every one
or two years. | don’t know how many will come back for good, which is a
great pity as Auroville desperately needs their skills. What is the point of
educating the kids to a high standard if they then take their experience and
talents elsewhere? I think it is sad and stupid.

The professional training I am getting here is amazing, right on my
doorstep. There is lots of stimulation around here as we are surrounded by
creative clothing units that make super colourful and creative clothes.

w3y

Dasha — 18 years old
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like to see this unit develop into a
Training School.”

Why did she call it Lilith? I
thought for a long time about what it
should be called, then someone sug-
gested this name and it rang a bell in
my head. Lilith was the first wife of
Adam in the Bible and was a strong
independent woman. That is what |
want for the girls who pass through
here, to become independent women
with a skill and profession. And to have
something they can pass on to others.”

Christine talks about the new direc-
tion it has given to her life. “I love the
mental stimulation this work is giving
me. | have my German textbooks here
and I am always looking things up then
translating them for the girls. I now have
a new life, using my brain and passing
on my years of experience in the fashion
industry. But the greatest satisfaction is
being able to provide a service for these
girls. They are learning and enjoying a
garment and underwear apprenticeship
without having to leave Auroville. Most

Dasha, Christine and Sadika at Lilith

women I know in Auroville who have
built up their units over many years but
how stressful and time consuming it
can be for them. They take their
responsibilities to their employees and
Auroville very seriously and I admire
them enormously.

“However, [ am now fifty years old
and have spent twenty five years caring
for children, especially our severely-dis-
abled daughter. I just cannot face years

of potential stress again. By creating a
small teaching unit with a five day week
I hope to avoid the stresses of commer-
cialism and deadlines for orders.”

She gives a happy sigh. “My hus-
band Benito works in reception at
Pitanga which he loves, I am creating
Lilith and we live in Happiness. I am
very, very happy.

In conversation with Dianna

e

I’ve always loved beautiful clothes but
could never see how I could learn how
to make them. This is a fantastic
chance for me to do a professional
apprentice training here, five minutes
away from my home. I am originally
from Bangalore where there is a good
Fashion Design School, but T would
hate to have to go away, and anyway
there is no money. I have never actual-
ly made clothes for myself before — all
this is completely new to me. I love the
way Christine lets us make things for
ourselves as it makes it very creative

parents cannot afford to send their
teenage children to Europe or America
for several years. Even to go and study at
a college in Chennai can be expensive
nowadays. [ think this unit will quickly
get bigger when we start with underwear
and swimwear production. The girls also
get a maintenance which is very good
for them.”

She pauses reflectively. “After
saying all this, however, [ must tell you
of a turning point I experienced when
my sister in Germany died. I was sud-
denly aware of how short life is and
how the main thing is that we enjoy
and get satisfaction from what we are
doing. 1 thought of the wonderful

o

and personal. I always wanted to do

something in design or architecture but the course was too long and, of
course, not available here.

Last year I spent three times a week doing a sort of sound engineer appren-
tice at Sound Wizard which I really loved. There were only two of us doing
it, learning the theory and then helping with conferences and concerts.
Unfortunately there just was not enough time for people to explain things
to us new people so it fell apart. It was a great pity. I can see how these
training courses need a lot of time from the ones who can do it and here in
Auroville there are often too many demands on them.

Somehow we must overcome this and provide more proper training for our
young people. We are inspired by the energy in Auroville but are excluded
from it by lack of personal attention and proper training. This is very short-
sighted. It means we have to leave to educate ourselves. And many of us do
not come back as we are frustrated with the system.”

Sadika — 19 years
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The Learning Community

ohnny’s ‘Unschool’, as it was described in the book
‘Little by Little’ by Heidi Watts, has been written
about a number of times. However, that’s not sur-
prising as it has been in existence for about 35 years
now.

Amaresh Deshpande is a volunteer Mathematics
teacher at Future School and Transition School. Prior to
coming to Auroville he lived outside Kodaikanal, dividing
his time between teaching at the Kodaikanal International
School, writing fiction and living on a farm. He recently
paid a visit to Johnny’s and wrote...

“It was refreshing to see what is being attempted.
‘Attempted’ is the wrong word, because Johnny has been
narrating stories to children all his life. That day he was
telling them about the Aboriginals of Australia. Sitting on
a low stool in the cowshed classroom, he played the
didgeridoo and narrated a myth about the rainbow serpent.
A natural break followed to allow the children to share
their delightful variations on pronouncing ‘Ngalyod’, one
of the Aboriginal words for the immense-proportioned ser-
pent. A Didgeridoo too can hardly be resisted. When the
excitement settled down, Johnny told them about the
Aboriginal belief system of living in a continuing state of
dreaming and showed a picture of their huge sacred rock,
‘Oluru’. Again a nice sounding word to play with!

Then Johnny announced that a partially Aboriginal
man who was visiting Auroville would soon visit the
school.

In The Learning Community (as the school is known)
there are 11 children, aged 7-11 years. Nine of them were
part of the eager audience. Jonathan (amongst the two who
were missing) is his own little man — he is the explorer

amongst them, and naturally can’t sit down in a group and
listen to a story. At first he was looking for chicken eggs. A
girl (the other missing one) was helping Susanne bake
peanut-and-date ragi cookies in a mud oven. Meanwhile
Jonathan made his own oven by rearranging a pile of
bricks, and so the cookies were now being baked in two
locations. After a snack-break of honey on brown bread
and sliced apples, Johnny handed out black cardboard
sheets to the kids to paint on. Porcupine quills couldn’t be
located; so pencils, backs of brushes and sharpened twigs,
variously dipped in a few colours, were used to attempt
pointillism — the technique used by the Aboriginals. A
book depicting Aboriginal art was passed around. Jonathan
wandered in and out, but didn’t respond when asked by an
adult if he too would like to paint. This time he had a blunt
knife sticking out of his shorts and seemed to be looking
intently around the farm to put it to some use. Soon he was
out of sight.

I too wandered around and came across three children
doing long addition the Montessori way, facilitated by
Natasha. This quiet space amidst the banyan grove is called
‘The Nest’. The setting altogether belongs to an ancient
time.

I left shortly after lunch. What struck me throughout
the three hours that [ spent observing them was the high
level of engagement of the children with whatever they
were doing. In other words; no one seemed bored, or lazy,
or distracted, or troubled, or meddlesome, or indifferent.
These curious students and their parents visit Johnny 3
days a week, while at other times they are encouraged to
interact with different communities.”

Amaresh Deshpande
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