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Here Comes Pondyville
Gordon Korstange

In this issue we explore the steady creep of Puducherry out to Auroville like a flashy 
suitor stalking an innocent and pure victim seemingly incapable of defending herself. 
Here comes the union territory with its auto pipelines to Chennai (the ECR and the 
new Tindivanam road), its resorts, heritage hotels, bars, restaurants, shopping, its air-
port, steaming garbage landfill, hospitals. 
Pondy is bursting at the seams with commercial energy, overflowing into any vacant 
space around Auroville like a wave at high tide. When it hits its geographical limits, 
the villages around Auroville respond with their own commercial activity; everything 
from hotels and a myriad of “multi-cuisine” restaurants to quirky start-ups like renting 
life jackets to non-swimmers who want to frolic in the waves. Verdant Auroville, with 
its giant, golden tourist attraction in the middle, sees it all coming and wonders what 
to do (besides getting its own small share). 
Once Auroville was a village nestled at a safe distance from a dormant former French 
colony. Now it’s more of a suburb. Will it become a kind of theme park in the middle of 
a sprawling urban landscape? Imagine Pondy and Auroville in 1994, twenty years ago. 
Now imagine them in 2034, intertwining in some kind of urban dance of attraction 
and repulsion. Pondyville. Aurocherry. AuroPondyNadu.
We begin with the reminiscences of the quaint town where Ashramites leisurely cy-
cled out to the sports ground and one could enjoy a quiet idli at the corner of Nehru 
and Gandhi. We revisit an early Auroville-Sri Aurobindo Society meeting where land 
speculation began to rear its ravenous head and hear about a long-standing relation-
ship between Pondy and Auroville in basketball. 
In the second section, the beast of development is awakened, ready to roar, and a 
group of key players and observers consider how to respond to all of this energy and 
what its result might be. Ajit speaks about his experience with heritage buildings in 
Pondy; Dilip Kapur calls for the protection of Auroville’s green corridors to promote 
eco-tourism; and Sauro speaks about our situation in the bioregion.
Finally, Pierre Fournier, the departing French Consul General, praises AuroPondy-
ville’s cultural diversity and warns about the long term impact of spiritual tourism and 
Joss takes a look at an alternate 
future for Auroville. 
The issue also includes an ar-
ticle on the latest security data 
along with features on the ar-
tistic world, both in and out of 
Auroville.  

EDITOGet Ready!
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Imagine Pondy and Auroville in 1994, 
twenty years ago. 
Now imagine them in 2034, 
intertwining in some 
kind of urban dance 
of attraction and 
repulsion. 

Cover illustration: A comparative image of Pondy and Auroville city plans by Tony
      relating to interview on p.16-20.
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The Mathru Cafe
Gordon 

It stood on the northeast corner of Nehru and Gandhi streets, 
then as now the commercial hub of Pondy. In 1971 the traffic was 
managed by a “gendarme” in a traffic booth in the middle of the 
intersection. The Mathru Cafe had been a traditional Tamilian 
house, with a pyol and pillars out front and a central courtyard 
inside in the middle, now converted to a leisurely tiffin hotel.
I stopped there for breakfast every morning when Nehru Street 
was virtually empty, before making the ride out to Auroville 
on my heavy Atlas cycle. Inside, black wooden marble-topped 
tables were scattered around the courtyard, through which the 
sun was beginning to pour. Few people were there that early and 
the waiters lounged around in the quiet. Its specialties included 
light fluffy idlies and crisp non-oily vadais, all enhanced by per-
fect coconut chutney and followed by tangy south Indian filter 
coffee. Cost? Rs. 10, or at the most 15, perhaps.
In the evening, after returning from Auroville to Pondy, I might 
stop in for a coffee or a dosai. There was none of the din of pre-
sent day tiffin hotels or the self-conscious, air-conditioned herit-
age look of places like Surguru up the street. At some point in 
time the Mathru disappeared to make way for a plastics stall. 
The Indian Coffee House followed as well. Central Pondy, for 
me, is now, without the oasis of the Mathru, so hectic and clam-
orous that I go there only when absolutely necessary.  

22
24

REFLECTIONS
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It was the 13th of September, 1970 
Gordon

There were about 60 residents of Auroville, which then consisted of 1,800 acres that 
belonged to nobody in particular except cows, goats and spindly trees. Approximately 
25,000 Tamil villagers lived in the immediate area and were being asked to sell their 
land for the building of a new city they did not necessarily understand. In Aspiration, 
a committee of the Sri Aurobindo Society (SAS) was meeting with a group of upset 
Aurovilians about the “proposed notification for (forced) acquisition at fair market 
value of 130 acres of land for the Matrimandir gardens, Bharat Nivas, and 52 acres of 
Auromodel.” The following account is taken from the transcript of that meeting.
There is a palpable tension in the air. Andre, the Mother’s son, is there. Navajata too. 
Vincenzo and Piero. Francis and Bob Lawlor from Forecomers. Constance from Kot-
takarai. Austin from the beach. The Aurovilians have called the meeting. The local 
villagers are suddenly throwing stones at them or beating their employees. They don’t 
know what’s going on. “You just stand there with your mouth open,” says Francis, 
“because they (the villagers) are telling you something is happening in reference to 
Auroville that you don’t know anything about.” Then Bob jumps in: “How can we (...) 
justify land expansion when we are not utilising the land we already have.” 
The answer will be familiar: The master plan has decreed it. Anjani (SAS) says: “Now 
either you accept that we complete Matrimandir and Bharat Nivas and all that before 
1972 (Sri Aurobindo’s centenary), but we can’t change the whole master plan, can we? 
The chief-architect, Roger, has done it in consultation with the Mother. After Mother’s 
approval he has done it.”
Vincenzo replies that Aurovilians’ relations with the villagers are more important that 
acquiring the land forcibly: “I think we can explain to the village, we can integrate. If it 
doesn’t take two years it does not matter, so why hurry? 1972 is only one day. I prefer 
good relations with the village people. I prefer a new consciousness coming here, (not 
just) bricks and cement.” Piero wonders how the villagers will live without farming 
their land. Constance recalls a Tamil friend saying, “The land is our livelihood. When 
you buy it, you either do nothing with it or you plant flowers.”
But Andre replies that Mother has always said that “... the erection of Auroville had to 
be perfectly obvious to anybody on the centenary date of Sri Aurobindo...” The land 
must be acquired and Indian law allows only two ways: compulsory acquisition or the 
open market.

The notes of the meeting of 13/09/70 were sourced from Ecce Homo 
and were originally transcribed from a taped recording. The issue of 
Ecce Homo is available at the Auroville Archives. Here is a summary 
with some thoughts, by Gordon.

FROM THE ARCHIVES
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“I prefer a new 
consciousness coming 
here, (not just) 
bricks and cement.” 
(Vincenzo)

In the end, Navajata gives a long speech in which 
he continually mentions the difficulties of con-
vincing local landowners (only 3-4% of villagers 
have more than 10 acres, he claims) to sell their 
land at reasonable prices. Because of the sudden 
jump of prices from Rs. 1,000 to Rs. 5,000 per 
acre, the compulsory acquisition has come into 
play. He doesn’t want to pay that price, but says 
that Mother told him to do so. He feels that the 
SAS has failed to open the local people to the di-
vine reasons for the building of Auroville, but un-
less these minimum 130 acres of land are acquired 
Auroville will be lost. “We are what we are,” he 
says, “we have failed.” 
The transcript ends on a negative note. The SAS 
has not responded to the Aurovilians’ pleas for 
help with the villagers, for acknowledging the im-
portance of, as Vincenzo says, “... the contact with 
the Tamil people we have every day, every minute, 
every second.” Navajata’s job of acquiring land has 
become more difficult with rising prices. 
Forced acquisition never occurred. 
Today, amidst rampant land speculation, these 
two perspectives, galaxy vs. bioregion, still shape 
the town planning debate in Auroville. And Auro-
vilians are still confronted with how to integrate 
the spreading urban development and the Tamil 
villages.

The Aurovilians have called the 
meeting. The local villagers are 

suddenly throwing stones at 
them…
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From Ashram 
to Auroville
Tapas

It is with fondness that I recall my time as 
a student of the Ashram School. Especial-
ly memorable are the times when Roger 
Anger would come into our classroom 
just after meeting Mother. Fresh from his 
conversation with her he would talk to 
us about the idea of Auroville. He would 
hand each one of us a large white sheet 
of paper and some crayons, inviting us to 
make sketches of our own inner image of 
Auroville, an ideal city. 
Trying intensely to imagine the soul of 
this magnificent city in order to transfer 
it to paper, my curiosity grew. I wanted 

to learn as much as I could about her… 
Auroville.
Tanmay-da, Head of the Free Progress 
System Department of the Ashram 
School, encouraged me to join Roger’s 
team, preparing for the 1968 inaugura-
tion of Auroville. Every day, from Febru-
ary 20th to 28th, I went to Auroville to 
work near the Banyan Tree pond. Roger 
had invited the village women to create 
kolams in the pond before filling it with 
water.
In the night of 27th Feb’68, to my great 
surprise I found a letter from my school 
informing me that I was to attend the 
inaugural ceremony of Auroville to rep-
resent one of the absent countries, Syria, 
together with another Ashram student - 
one person holding the flag and another 
the bowl with salt replacing the unavail-
able sand.

REFLECTIONS
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Early morning, February 28th, all repre-
sentatives concerned gathered near the 
Ganesh temple in Pondy and got into the 
buses (there must have been at least 50 of 
them) transporting us to Auroville. An 
incredible crowd had gathered on both 
sides of the road right up to the Matri-
mandir road. The entire ceremony was so 
well organized I felt I was carried, every 
second, on the clouds of a rare rainbow 
surrounding the red earth, bright blue 
sky and humanity, all around aspiring 
and praying for the dream of Auroville to 
become a reality! 
From that time onwards my life has been 
a shuttling between Pondy, Auroville and 
the world. After having grown up in this 
beautiful paradise of the Ashram and Au-
roville, I have travelled out of the box for 
several years to other parts of India and 
abroad to learn to fly on my own. 

In the night of 27th 
Feb’68, to my great 
surprise I found 
a letter from my 
school informing 
me that I was to 
attend the inaugural 
ceremony of 
Auroville...

Kolams in the pond - Sourced from Auroville Archives

I have embarked on a permanent journey 
within, a search of becoming, identifying 
my individual self as a woman both in the 
Indian and the Auroville context.
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2014: Certitude corner
Photo by Petra    

2013: Solar Kitchen Junction 
Photo by Poppy Berry

Now, 
There Is 
Something

2013: Fraternity greenery
Photo by Poppy Berry

REFLECTIONS

Renu & Petra
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1980: Djaima, ocean view from Fraternity
Sourced from Auroville Archives

1973-4: Between Certitude 
and the Matrimandir

Photo by Sally

1970’s: Certitude corner
Sourced from Auroville Archives

In order to get an idea of 
what development means 
to Aurovilians, MAgzAV 
decided to pair up some 
old pictures from the 60’s, 
70’s and 80’s with fresh 
snaps from the very same 
locations.

Then, 
There Was 
Not Much 
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1973-5: Aspiration basketball with Frederick, Yanna, and others
Photo by Sally

2014: Utility Road, 
Greenbelt turning 

Photo by Petra

1980: Utility Road, 
Greenbelt turning
Photo by Bryan

2013: Pyramid School 
Photo by Poppy Berry

1968-75: Dirt road to 
Aspiration, corner of 
Pyramid School
Photo by Dominique Darr
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Although 
Auroville is 
mostly in Tamil 
Nadu, Aurovilian 
basketball players 
represent the 
Pondicherry 
Basketball 
Association.

Auroville and the Pondicherry 
Basketball Association
Jothi

It all began in the early 70’s, when a few young people 
and adults came together for recreational evening activi-
ties at the Aspiration sports ground. Various games were 
played, but with the cement basketball court, basketball 
was easily the most popular. It soon became one of the 
main games played in Auroville, in addition to softball. 
Around 1977, a junior basketball team was formed and 
teams from the Ashram and JIPMER Medical College 
came to play friendly matches. The interaction with the 
JIPMER team paved the way for Auroville to participate 
in Pondicherry Basketball Association (PBA) tourna-
ments. Soon, Auroville, although technically placed in 
Tamil Nadu state, became an affiliated PBA member-
club. 
In 1979, various Auroville players, the author of this arti-
cle included, were selected to represent the state of Pondi-
cherry in the Junior National Basketball Championship 
held in West Bengal. Since then, a number of Aurovil-
ians, men and women, boys and girls, have represented 
Pondy state in the various Zonal and National level bas-
ketball championships held in India. During the 1980’s 
and 90’s more Auroville clubs, such as New Creation and 
Certitude, Fraternity, Aspiration and Lotus were formed. 
At present, Auroville has over 14 teams that participate 
in the PBA Tournaments. Ad-
ditionally, many of these Auro-

vilians get selected to represent the Pondicherry State team 
in the National Championships. The rules of the PBA state 
that each member-club must host at least one tournament 
every two years. Auroville’s involvement has also meant that 
Aurovilians have held a variety of positions, such as Vice 
President, Joint-Secretary, Selection Committee member and 
Referee, in the PBA. Being a part of PBA has given Auroville 
players the opportunity to travel to other states in India. It 
would be even better if Auroville was allowed to field its own 
team, like the “Railways” and “Services”, in the National Bas-
ketball Championships. 

REFLECTIONS
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“Papui in Pondy” - Illustration by Lele
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A 2001 
Pondy Masi Magam 
(‘No Space’) Odyssey
Mauna

Aaaahhhh… here’s another whiff of 
India… in the middle of a traffic jam 
in Pondy. It’s around 7pm and I want to 
go home, but I can’t. Hundreds of bikes, 
scooters, buses, trucks, cars and what-
have-you’s jammed together... packed 
in a thick throng... thrown together for 
some twenty minutes of living.
Although traffic jams have become fairly 
normal since Pondy’s critical mass of 
residents was surpassed, this is a special 
one. Surrounded by all these revving 
(but not necessarily honking) vehicles, 
big islands of light are moving, slowly 
and grandly, in the rapidly darkening 
evening: large tractor-driven carts pulling 
thundering power-supply generators and 
carrying THE GODS, richly adorned 
with gold, flowers and silk.
Brought to life by brightly flashing multi-
coloured lights and veiled by incense 
(and increasingly thick clouds of exhaust 
fumes) they float by us mortal observers, 
inch for inch… This time it’s not only 
Ganesha or Ma Durga... it is ALL of 
them, inching onwards in great dignity, 
comradeship, on Splendors... Here, I 
see a glimpse of Murugan, and there, 
of Mariamman… and could that be 
Ma Lakshmi over there…? Some of the 
larger carts even transport entire music 
ensembles, their drumbeats accelerating 
and their flutes piping away high above it 
all… Cacophony galore, vibes mounting, 
in i-n-s-t-a-n-t India, all these different 

beings move together in one throng, 
millimetre for millimetre, and I feel 
completely at home… From time to time 
a temporary friendly neighbour (in the 
throng) tells me “YES, YES, the gods... 
They are going to the sea, you see... Oh 
yes, they will contemplate the ocean…” 
Nobody really knows why, and nobody 
really cares. We’re just ‘moving along 
with the gods’, clubbed here together, and 
squeezed along on the path… How else 
could it be?
I’m totally and willingly captivated 
by the rather psychedelic happening, 
watching fat wives yawn on the backs of 
small motorbikes, three kiddos waving 
heart-shaped balloons squeezed in 
between them and their hubbies; hearing 
devotional temple music mixed with 
continual revving of motorbikes. Eager 
hands and hearts (mine included) reach 
out to touch the god-carts, some vibhuti 
or a sacred light; the raw intensity of 
the contact moment; the high vibration 
of this ever so natural devotion and 
love; and the open mouth of a little boy 
who has fallen asleep on the throbbing 
generator, the machine he is supposed to 
guard…
The only resting-point there is: the moon, 
bright, full, trusted, causing all the chaos 
and oneness, and contentedly following 
the procedure from above.
When I finally manage to emerge from 
it all (I don’t really want to, but cannot 
but follow the thread of my life…), I ride 
back home through the cool evening air, 
beaming all the way, marvelling at the 
amazing arrangement that is A-u-r-o-v-
i-l-l-e - City of the Future, coming forth 
in the midst of a god-loving mass. OF 
COURSE it is…! 

REFLECTIONS
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MAgzAv: How has the architectural heritage preservation 
work influenced people in Pondicherry and how would it 
be relevant in the Auroville context?

Ajit: We have been trying to control development in a certain 
direction. In Pondicherry we talk of heritage buildings. There 
are actually no laws, but over the years we have learned how 
to make it happen. 

MAgzAv: What have you learned? 
Ajit: Instead of saying, “No” you say, “Why not like this 
instead?” You offer acceptable alternatives to people and I 
suppose that these principles would apply in Auroville too. Our 
office does a lot of alternative design work. We make three-
dimensional simulations, using Sketchup (a 3D-modelling 
software), to show the more interested clients the design. 
Most people cannot easily visualize two-dimensional plans. 
INTACH works much like a charitable hospital. Some pay and 
some don’t, and somehow it works. 
In Auroville, I very much regret the development in 
Kuilapalayam, along the main road. We could have given so 

There are 
actually no 
laws, but over 
the years we 
have learned 
how to make 
it happen.

INTERVIEW

Renu

Rue de la Marine
Renu interviewed Ajit, 
an Aurovilian architect 
who is part of INTACH 
(Indian National Trust 
for Art and Cultural 
Heritage) and who 
has been instrumental 
in the preservation of 
heritage buildings in 
Pondicherry.
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much in terms of design ideas for a harmonious main street. You cannot control all 
the development but you can certainly influence it. Those likely to take advice need 
prodding, cajoling, persistence and a push from government authorities and panchayats 
whenever possible, but basically it is the human contact that matters. Even if you have 
a law, never forget that you are in India, where implementation is an entirely different 
matter. Developing tactics to influence design in our surrounding areas is therefore of 
the utmost importance. 

MAgzAv: Has your heritage architecture aesthetic influenced design choices in 
Auroville? Does it have something to offer to Auroville? 

Ajit: In 1994, when Ratna and I designed Deepam (the Pediatric Centre) next to 
the Health Centre, the brief was that it was not to look like a hospital. We used the 
traditional Tamil patterns of verandas, courtyards, old stone columns and Mangalore 
tile roofs, and a lot of people told us how much they liked the building. There were 
others in Auroville that embraced the traditional styles, such as Laura and Benvenuto 
in Fertile East. Also, Samasti (1990) displays a play of flat and inclined roofs, and uses 
verandas as a main feature. Later came Atithi Griha.
So, what can one learn from Pondicherry? As Mother said, “Auroville wants to be 
the bridge between the past and the future, taking advantage of all discoveries from 
without and from within” (Auroville Charter). We want the past to inspire the future. 

Pondicherry, if you look 
beyond or behind its 
present day problems of 
traffic chaos and garbage, 
shows that a compact 
city can be charming and 
beautiful and easy to get 
around, and that a mixed-
use city (no zones as such) 
can have its positive sides.

Rue Labourdonnais

Rue Montorsier

All photos by INTACH
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For that to happen, we need to understand what can 
be learned from traditional architecture and urban 
forms. You see, there will be some values that are totally 
relevant to the present, some universal values that can 
cross all the timelines that we set up. If we can be aware 
of those, we can let their expression take on a new, yet 
enduring, form. For example, we can consider using 
local skills and materials and to share certain elements, 
such as streets and public places. 
In modern architecture, there seem to be a lot of 
buildings that exist in isolation, without regard to how 
they could all fit together and make up a harmonious 
whole. In a city, what is important is to consider the 
public spaces (streets and plazas), that are created by 
the buildings that surround them, as positive outdoor 
spaces in their own right.
If we look at Auroville’s architectural growth we have 
had a sprawl of huts, then a sprawl of small buildings, 
and now a sprawl of apartments. Earlier we had rural 
sprawl and now we have a more urban sprawl. One 
could term this urban disconnect. The trees between the 
buildings save the day!
So what Auroville could draw from Pondy is that it has 
all the elements that we want. Pondicherry occupies an 
area of 1.6x1 kilometres, or 400 acres (Auroville’s city 
area is three times the size at 1250 acres) and it is built 
for an ideal population of 25,000 (see cover image). 
It is a walkable town where everything is within easy 
reach to all. The French Precinct (about 120 acres) has 
some 650 properties, which house about 4,000 persons, 
almost twice the number of people we have in Auroville 
as a whole today. Just imagine if we all moved into those 
buildings and worked and lived like that? Imagine the 
reduced distances and carbon footprints. This is called 
low-rise and high-density and is the traditional city 
plan.
In Auroville today the architects should build as a 
collective, rather than giving each project its own 
architect. Buildings shy of wall-to-wall contact with 
buildings built by other architects create a kind of 
untouchability or disconnect! This is due to the lack 
of a larger vision, where all building projects follow 



19

some kind of guidelines that enable them to coexist side-by-side, or shoulder-
to-shoulder. Guidelines should aim to create urban spaces, reduce infrastructure 
costs, travel distances, and so on. I believe that by aiming for the galaxy in the 
far future there is not sufficient focus on achieving an urban coherence in an 
incremental manner through the buildings constructed now. It seems some really 
poor designs are being tolerated in the hope that one day the situation will correct 
itself, when we all know that in reality such buildings will remain for decades to 
come!
The mindset is that Auroville has to be different, and thus that nothing of the 
past can be relevant. That is rubbish! We are chasing novelty without any sense 
of harmonious development. A well-made building can be remoulded and its 
purpose changed. Just look at the City of Oxford, where the University is spread 
throughout scores of buildings, big and small. Or look at Paris or London, where 
modernised historic buildings have been adapted to the needs of their present 
day uses as offices, libraries, museums, hotels, convention centres, and residences 
with all the comforts and facilities. 
All in all, though, since the Second World War, nothing worthwhile has emerged 
in terms of an exciting new town or city that touches one’s heart. We seem to 
have lost the art of building cities. Sure, there are a lot of talks, seminars and 
discussions between experts but the ground reality is dismal. There isn’t a single 

Rue Kazy Courtyard

Rue de la MarineRue Saint Gilles

Rue Kazy
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(Source: www.newurbanism.org)

example of an urban settlement, built after the 1950s, that takes your breath away like 
Venice, Paris or the hundreds of other small and big European historic cities. Not one 
single example that I know of! Of late, the New Urbanism Movement (see below), that 
began in the 1980s in the U.S., it seems, is simply trying to make amends to the ills of 
the modern town building process.

MAgzAv: How has the transformed Pondy impacted Auroville? 
Ajit: In my observation, there are fewer Aurovilians going to Pondy these days than a 
few years back, maybe because of the traffic hassles and generally deteriorating urban 
ambiance. However, there are efforts by many concerned individuals and NGOs, in 
collaboration with the government, to improve the Pondy conditions. One example is 
the efforts of the recently constituted Association of the French Town Residents. 

MAgzAv: What does Pondy have that Auroville does not, and vice versa?
Ajit: Pondicherry, if you look beyond or behind its present day problems of traffic 
chaos and garbage, shows that a compact city can be charming and beautiful and easy 
to get around, and that a mixed-use city (no zones as such) can have its positive sides. 
Further, it shows that following a simple and repetitive architectural and urban pattern 
can result in a harmonious city. The interesting observation is that while all buildings 
are similar, no two buildings are exact copies of one another, just like human beings 
are not. Pondy can show Auroville the futility of ‘struggling to make something new’ 
just for the sake of being different. Pondicherry, on the other hand, can learn from 
Auroville how to keep its surroundings clean and green and how to aim for a thriving 
cultural life.

MAgzAv: How can Pondicherry and Auroville interact, ideally? 
Ajit: There could be more cultural interaction, for sure. Auroville, even though not 
much more than a dispersed village, has a lot more happening, culturally, than the city 
of Pondicherry does. Many of the cultural events that happen in Auroville could be 
repeated in Pondicherry, in an ongoing and regular manner. This means that links need 
to be forged between the two, perhaps through a cultural twinning. The Pondicherry 
administration would be quite open to such an exchange, perhaps also benefiting, as a 
result, from a closer collaboration to solve related problems, such as that of solid waste.

New Urbanism Movement principles
1. Walkability
2. Connectivity
3. Mixed-Use & Diversity
4. Mixed Housing
5. Quality Architecture & Urban Design
6. Traditional Neighbourhood Structure
7. Increased Density
8. Green Transportation 
9. Sustainability
10. Quality of Life
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India Becoming, 
by Akash Kapur
Gordon

Auroville doesn’t make much of an appearance 
in Akash Kapur’s India Becoming (Penguin, 
2012). It’s a village like many others around 
Pondicherry that is affected, for better or worse, 
by the “creative destruction” of development. 
Akash observes that “Auroville is in rural India. 
But it is not of rural India.”
While the book only indirectly addresses the impact of development on Au-
roville, there is much of interest in it for Aurovilians. The same tensions that 
affect the community are faced by most villages in the bioregion. He focuses 
on one village, Molasur (near Tindivanam). Its problems are familiar: agricul-
tural land sold for housing development; drinking; loss of traditional hierarchy; 
lawlessness. The decline in farming (from 32% of India’s GDP to 17%) receives 
special emphasis: “People who had grown up as farmers, whose ancestors had 
always been farmers, were now working as construction workers, cooks, and 
drivers.”
The strength of the book lies in depicting the lives of ordinary people that Ka-
pur meets. He doesn’t just interview them; he makes friendships and continues 
his connection with them for an extended period of time as they navigate the 
“new” India. 
Then, in the second half of the book, Auroville becomes a part of the story. 
Near Auroville the car in which he is riding hits two boys on a moped. A violent 
crowd gathers. The policemen are apathetic and it is only the intervention of 
Akash’s landlord friend from Molasur that makes the Chief Inspector act. Later, 
his friend tells him that money flooding into the villages has created a culture of 
lawlessness or “goondagiri”. Akash reflects on the gang violence in the villages 
around Auroville, and on how it is a symptom of the upheaval of the culture, 
directly related to the escalating value of the land eyed up for development. 
Finally, the burning of the Pondicherry dump and the poisoning of the Au-
roville air force Akash to confront the environmental degradation brought on 
by India’s newfound consumerism. 
In the end, he comes to the conclusion that India’s change is irreversible, that 
“A world is dying” and that the new one taking its place is “frighteningly unde-
fined.” 

REVIEW
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Marco and Petra interview 
Aurovilian Dilip Kapur, 
a successful businessman 
(HiDesign, Promenade, 
and others) to ask what he 
thinks the opportunities 
are for Auroville in the 
midst of Pondy’s rapid 
development.

      India   is a 
and Auroville is

Marco & Petra

As far as Dilip Kapur, an astute businessman and soft 
spoken individual, is concerned, the pressure has been 
on for some time. Already when he was negotiating with 
land owners along the road from Kuilapalayam to Eday-
anchavadi, some 6-7 years ago, to secure the road side 
patches, he had the feeling that India was a fast moving 
train and that Auroville was following behind. Then, the 
aim was to preserve a green access to Auroville, but the 
attempt failed.
Dilip remains convinced that protecting those “green 
veins leading into the heart of Auroville” is of the utmost 
importance. To his mind, Auroville first and foremost 
presents a unique mingling of India and the World and a 
Green Paradise. He still sees some hope for preservation 
towards Auroville’s north. “My neighbour Joss (of Pitch-
andikulam) is doing wonderful work for truly sustainable 
growth. On all other fronts, sadly, the high speed train 
that is India has left us behind.” 
Now, having failed to own and control, at least we can 
try to have a positive influence on our surroundings. “In 
fact,” says Kapur, “The Pondy Ashram has had some suc-
cess by creating a certain level of cleanliness and not go-
ing commercial at any cost in their area of town”. Accord-
ingly, Dilip holds Ajit (of INTACH) in high regard. 
Regarding the opportunities for Auroville, Dilip sees tour-
ism as presenting the greatest one. According to him, it al-
ready makes up the largest part of the Auroville economy. 
A huge amount of Indian tourists visit Auroville and are 
getting a unique experience. “Just look at them in places 
like the Bakery and Farm Fresh, two establishments that 
really present the quality and cultural mix that Auroville 
stands for.” To him, it is not so much the product as the 
experience, and to deliver that the greenery does need to 

following behind

Regarding the 
opportunities 
for Auroville, 

Dilip sees 
tourism as 

presenting the 
greatest one. 

INTERVIEW

Dilip Kapur
Photo by Poppy Berry
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be retained. The important thing will be to quite rigidly stick to our principles. For 
example, this would mean, in Dilip’s view, not to construct high rise buildings.
Commercial outreach, such as that of Tanto’s Pizza and Marc’s Coffee, he thinks is 
good, and whilst he thinks that Auroville as an institution has not done a great job 
of fostering enterprise, on an individual level there are some shining stars. The Red 
Earth Riding School is mentioned, where his wife Jacqueline has “done a wonderful 
job of putting Auroville on the map of Equestrian India”. He also mentions Priyam, 
who set up a guide to Bangalore nightlife which is now being exported to other cities.
Kapur’s two lives are quite separate. He lives in Auroville but works outside. This is 
not what he wanted, but he felt that whenever he tried to do something in Auroville 
he seemed to come under attack. He does, however, still teach Current Events at 
AV Future School. Asked whether he would contemplate mentoring AV entrepre-
neurs he says, “Sure, in principle.” But the time he can spare is limited. Lecturing 
and speaking at some of India’s most renowned business schools is already taking 
its toll. Also, he does not think that the biggest stumbling block in Auroville is lack 
of knowledge, but rather the discrepancy in wages between India and the West. His 
observation is that it makes many opt to sell abroad instead of building their busi-
nesses here. 

      India   is a 
and Auroville is

Fast Moving Train

To him, it is not so 
much the product as the 
experience, and to deliver 
that the greenery does need 
to be retained. 
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south, development touches all sides of 
Auroville.
On the other hand, the economic crisis 
has slowed the pace of development com-
pared to four or five years back. Now, we 
have growth of about 5.2-5.3%, compared 
to 7-8% as it was some two or three years 
ago. Still, we are in a place that is attrac-
tive to developers.

MAgzAV: So how do you see Auroville 
re-visioning? What strategy can we 
use?

Sauro: We need to have more people fo-
cused on these issues. At the moment we 
are very reactive. A road comes up in the 
green belt and we go and speak with the 
person. Rather, we can try to take part in 
the shaping of a regional plan for the area, 
where we promote a more sustainable use 
of land. Only 5% of the land in TN is un-
der planned use, and the Government is 
trying to promote the retention of agri-
culture and forests, to keep a balance, so 
we can try to leverage on this basis. In the 
next two years the TN government might 
start to prepare a regional plan that will 
take care of Cuddalore and Viluppuram 
districts, where we are located. We are 
trying to have Auroville, which has a ca-
pacity and expertise in regional planning, 
play an advisory role. The main aim is to 

Renu

MAgzAV: Is there time for re-vision-
ing Auroville’s relationship with the 
bioregion seeing that development is 
so rapid?

Sauro: It is true that the situation in Au-
roville has totally changed in the last 20 
years. Before, we were a peripheral place 
in a peripheral area of India, which was 
itself a country outside of the globaliza-
tion trend. We were close to Pondy but 
in Tamil Nadu (TN), and in a peripheral 
area of TN at that.
Now, the situation is totally different. 
Chennai is one of the most attractive cit-
ies for investment in India. Also, due to 
the development of infrastructure we 
are now only 2.5 hours from the airport 
there. Both the industrial and the resi-
dential areas of Chennai are congested, 
so there is a strong development towards 
our region. Auroville is close by and con-
veniently located. In fact, the face of the 
area surrounding us has already totally 
changed over the last five years, and it 
might continue to do so.
With an Industrial zone in Sederaypet 
Coot road to the west, the institutional 
development in Kalapet to the north, and 
the urban residential development to the 

Renu talks to Sauro, who has been active in promoting the Asia Urbs 
Programme of the European Commission in Auroville and Pondicherry. 
He is a member of the Auroville Project Coordination Group, and, since 
2011, is the coordinator of L’Avenir. From the Marginal    to the Middle: 

Auroville’s Relationship          with the Bioregion

INTERVIEW
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promote policies that help people main-
tain agriculture and forestry and to pro-
mote sustainable development, which can 
be done by providing benefits that give 
incentive to maintain these types of ac-
tivities.
Tata has done something like that at the 
Fisherman’s Cove. It is in their best inter-
est to keep agriculture going around their 
Taj hotel, so they offer free education to 
the families as long as they keep work-
ing the land. That’s one type of scheme 
we could aim towards. To create a kind of 
partnership, whereby if someone main-
tains a certain type of land use and gets 
a certain association with Auroville, then 
we can provide some intangible services 
like education, health and civic amenities 
(sanitation, good water and electricity ac-
cess, etcetera). 
There are some schemes that are poten-
tially interesting but we need to have 
people in Auroville actively looking into 
those as well as to change the angle a little. 
We do a lot for the villages, but perhaps 
more in terms of charity than social ac-
tivism. Cooperation will be necessary for 
us to create a different socio-economic 
future than the one that the region is cur-
rently heading for.
The fact that urbanization is happening 

here may be a sign that we are no longer 
surrounded by poor farmers looking to 
Auroville as their only option. We need 
to help develop micro entrepreneurship 
that, in turn, can generate self-employ-
ment and harmony.

MAgzAV: Do you actually think that 
schemes like these can counter the 
urge for development and money-
making?

Sauro: It is clear that the economic pres-
sure is much higher than the capacity 
of the schemes, and that it is not likely 
something that we can counteract. Yet, it 
is probably the best strategy to adopt. 
Either we try to close Auroville off and 
develop as an isolated island in a region 
that is heading in a totally different direc-
tion, or we try to influence that direction 
even though it will not be easy. 
If a landowner still prefers to sell, we can 
try to create awareness about the negative 
impact on the watershed, and the conse-
quences of that, in addition to working on 
a healthy social fabric.

MAgzAV: Regarding the Fisherman’s 
Cove model, can we follow something 
like that more aggressively by offering 
health and education to the remaining 
landowners from the villages? 

Sauro: Actually, if we offer some education 
services outside, they might slightly differ 
from the education offered in Auroville, 
which is without diplomas. Nowadays, 
education in India is very much perceived 
as an opportunity for better jobs and so-
cial advancement. Although we will have, 
eventually, to concede something in this 
direction, we should have a balanced ap-
proach. There is a lot of social imbalance 
in the existing trend for higher education 
in India, which is becoming very costly 

From the Marginal    to the Middle: 
Auroville’s Relationship          with the Bioregion
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we keep in mind the aim for ideas that 
truly fit the needs of the locals. Actually, 
the TN government has plenty of interest-
ing schemes aimed at the local area and 
that act as vehicles towards that. There are 
national schemes that aim to promote the 
introduction of urban amenities, such as 
sanitation and education facilities, in ru-
ral areas. We are part of the block that has 
been chosen as a pilot area for the TN ru-
ral livelihood mission. The aim is to work 
with the local panchayat.

MAgzAV: What sort of connection 
do you see that we have with Pondi-
cherry? 

Sauro: Well, we are surrounded by Pondy, 
with industry in the west, institutions in 
the east, and residential in the south. But 
we need to talk to both administrations 
about the pressure to develop in a certain 
way. People come to invest in the Au-
roville area, not only from Chennai but 
also from Pondicherry.
As mentioned, we are attempting to be 
a part of the regional plan, working for 
a sustainable region. Anything else will 
be a disaster. Unsustainable, simply put, 
means planning that promotes wild ur-
banization and industrial development, 
and that leads to high energy consump-
tion. It is what is actually happening to-
day. Pondicherry has a lot of sprawl, and 
development does not come across as be-
ing neither very organized nor very effi-
cient. 
We may revive something similar to what 
we had in the past through the Asia Urbs 
Programme, a joint project that gener-
ated a lot of positive energy. It not only 
aimed at heritage preservation but also 
looked at positive waste management 
and collective transport solutions. We be-

and market-oriented. It requires a lot of 
family resources, generating expectations 
that can not always be fulfilled. The local 
economy is still not able to absorb all the 
people with an expensive education and 
diplomas (costing lakh nowadays). There 
are not enough jobs and people remain in 
debt.

MAgzAV: We have a two-fold focus 
then. One is to develop within Au-
roville, and one is to try to influence 
the outside...?

Sauro: We need to work on three levels. 
Firstly, starting at the core, we need to 
ensure control of the land in the city area 
and its surroundings. Secondly, we need 
to have an area, which can be known as 
the green belt. It may not be circular and 
may even have flexible borders. It is my 
conviction that this area should be used 
for developing parks and other activities 
with a social impact and benefit. Third-
ly, on a larger level, we need to promote 
models that can inspire others, beyond 
Auroville.
We are starting with a pilot project in 
Bommayarpalayam, where we have a 
panchayat contact and would like to de-
velop a “model village” plan. We are help-
ing with the contacts with institutions 
and tapping into state level resources 
available for this type of activity. So that is 
the leverage we have, and it could spread 
to other areas.

MAgzAV: If we are concerned about 
our surroundings, could we not ask 
the many architects residing in Au-
roville to provide their expertise out-
side? That may positively influence the 
aesthetics of the area?

Sauro: Yes, that could be one element, 
adding to the social element. As long as 
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lieved in Pondicherry as a model for the 
whole of the south of India in the areas of 
waste and traffic management. But in the 
last 4-5 years there has been more focus 
on growth and congestion is now out of 
control. There was a plan to divert traf-
fic, with a node of exchange etcetera, but 
that was not implemented. The situation 
of Pondicherry has strongly deteriorated 
in the last few years. I would even com-
pare Pondicherry to Chennai, in terms of 
being in a critical situation.

MAgzAV: So what issue are you facing 
the most in L’Avenir? 

Sauro: The most common problem that 
we face, as I mentioned, is development 
that touches on the Master Plan. This can 
be roads and plots even within the area of 
the Master Plan.
We are trying to develop a regional mo-
bility plan. Work is lagging behind, but 
the aim is to promote connectivity for 
the villages without using Auroville as a 
transit point. It does not mean that they 
should not be coming to Auroville, but 
rather that they should not need to pass 
through Auroville simply to reach anoth-
er destination. This plan has to be worked 
out holistically together with the develop-
ment of the internal roads.

MAgzAV: The check post at the Na-
tional Highway near Aurorchard is 
funnelling traffic through Auroville, 
please talk about that.

Sauro: We have talked to the relevant 
people in Delhi, asking them to move 
the check post north. They say that it is 
not possible but that they can help us, 
instead, to create a local check post. That 
could be made at the entrance near Au-
rorchard, so that is one idea that we have 
discussed. The aim would be to have the 

post manned locally and with the revenue 
going to the panchayat. However, one of 
our weaknesses is that we still have bet-
ter communications with government au-
thorities than with the local panchayats. 
We have started some dialogues but still 
have a long way to go in that department. 
I have myself gone a lot up and down to 
Viluppuram, but at the local level we are 
still weak, so that is where we really have 
to work. You see, we can have all the ur-
ban development schemes of the region 
at our fingertips but if we are not able to 
cooperate with our nearby villages then 
things will remain difficult.

MAgzAV: I wonder if the panchayat 
could better hear from local authori-
ties, seeing that they mistrust Au-
roville a lot.

Sauro: It is very complex. We used to see 
ourselves as far away on the edge of the 
world and now we find ourselves at the 
centre of a node of development. Where-
as we used to be the only actors in terms 
of economy and providing job opportu-
nities, other players are entering into the 
fray so we are no longer a main player. 
As an example, an alternative to the Ma-
thur road development would be that 

We need to cooperate 
in order to create a 
different socio-economic 
future than the one that 
the region is currently 
heading for.

continuing on p.29
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Development and Security
Michael & Krishna

We looked at some statistics as a starting point for asking some relevant questions, the 
overall question being “Does increased development bring different security issues?” 
AV Security provided the data covering the period from January 2008 to the end of 
August 2013.

Data from Auroville Security does not separately categorize harassment that is of a 
sexual nature. However, they have assured us that most incidents are in fact attacks 
on women.

STATISTICS
PART 1

continuing on p.46
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Auroville offers a bus service to support 
the movement of people. But the reality 
is that Auroville is not even able to sup-
port its own movements by bus because 
the Auroville economy is in distress. Our 
economy can barely maintain even a part 
of the Auroville population and it is even 
hard to implement our own support sys-
tems. Also, in terms of human resources 

we are lacking. To do work on this scale 
needs a large number of people engaged 
in regional planning. To me, this is a 
priority if we want to build a city in ac-
cordance with the master plan yet not in 
isolation from the world around it. Com-
pletely opposing models of development 
between Auroville and its surroundings 
will just lead to pressure building, and 
tension. Whilst there may be some differ-
ences in philosophy and economy there 
cannot be a complete separation.

MAgzAV: I am not sure that this view 
is shared. Rather, the feeling is that 
Auroville is a bubble, separate from 
the outside...

 

Sauro: But we can be separate, with our 
own specificity, as long as we are not iso-
lated. We have to understand that what 
happens on the outside has an influ-
ence on us. Imagine if we own all of the 
land and Auroville can only be accessed 
through guarded gates. Then we will seem 
to be against, as opposed to in tune with, 
the outside, which would create pressure. 
Suppose we had an apartment complex in 
front of Certitude and that, say 50 metres 
away from that, 10,000 people would live 
their lives, perhaps in complete opposi-
tion to our ideals. Then what would we 
do? Build a wall? That would not work.

MAgzAV: So what would be the best 
solution… right now? 

Sauro: A larger regional planning team 
concentrated on the immediate area, not 
in terms of charity but in terms of actual 
development that carries the social ben-
efits that people yearn for. But we have 
been saying this for years… it needs to be 
owned by the people. 

MAgzAV: Sometimes I think that this 
is it... it is over, unless some higher 
power intervenes...

Sauro: No. It is not over. Some power is 
there that says: “Look, do not take any-
thing for granted”. Auroville is a manifes-
tation of the current level of conscious-
ness. Change will come when the level is 
elevated. But at the same time, we cannot 
make this an excuse not to do anything, 
because on the outside things are moving 
very fast. Water is already an urgent issue. 
It is a critical issue for the survival of the 
human species, in fact, but challenges are 
there to be overcome. 

However, one of our 
weaknesses is that 
we still have better 
communications 
with government 
authorities than with 
the local panchayats. 

continued from p.27
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Pondicherry by
Sebastian Cortès
My enchantment with Pondicherry began shortly after I arrived 
in India. Though my attention and energy were, for the most part, 
consumed by nestling in to the rhythms and rhymes of Auroville, 
a short drive through Pondicherry touched several chords in me. 
Winding through half empty streets in a late afternoon French-
quarter-slumber, my emotions took no time to distil.

The familiarity of the architecture, the gentleness of the colour palette, 
the slightly lingering sense of déjà-vu, and the uneasy realization 
that the city was hinged between the past and the present, all these 
sentiments began to mold my appreciation for this very Indian-yet-
distinctly-non-Indian place. The geographical closeness to Auroville 
and the growing appeal of Pondy soon brought the city into the cross 
hairs of my daily routine.

As soon as I had learned to dominate the bulkiness and slow rumble of 
my Enfield Bullet, my explorations of Pondicherry became a constant. 
I wanted to burrow into the texture of the city, which seemed to be, 
in some way, hidden from sight and less obvious than many of the 
postcard images and quick tourist explanations that I had come across. 
Each house, courtyard, festival, school and go-down was subjected to 
my detective-like attention. 

With my notebook and a location camera as companions, I began 
to walk in crisscross patterns across town. These where peppered 
with long stops for chai and frequent attempts to enter into all the 
buildings and areas that caught my attention. House numbers, street 
names, phone numbers and an assortment of contacts began to shape 
the framework of a project which would, as if by sheer magic, spawn a 
book a few years later. That book is, of course, “Pondicherry”. 

My friend, the former French Consul General Pierre Fournier, states 
in the following interview, “Pondicherry was unlike any other Indian 
city I had ever visited”. I could not agree more. 

PHOTO FEATURE
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Art and Culture at the Centre 
of the City 
Sebastian

Sebastian: What impressed you most about Pondicherry?
Pierre: The first impression that struck me was that Pondicher-
ry was unlike any other Indian city that I had ever visited. I was 
instantly fascinated by the multiplicity of realities coexisting 
in such a small city: the Tamil population with their very per-
sonal and specific reality; the Pondicherry of Auroville, formed 
by people coming and going; the Pondicherry of the Ashram 
with its’ Bengali connection, which is a major force in the city; 
and the French Pondicherry, which has a variety of expres-
sions with different overlapping subgroups. What has always 
very much surprised me about Pondicherry is that the groups 
I have identified seem to hardly mix, except on rare occasions. 
The groups coexist but I never detected the sentiment of real 
collaboration which could, potentially, produce a strong for-
ward-looking energy. All the groups seem to remain enclosed 
in their individual realities and identities, over-shadowed by 
a sense of frustration. The charm of the work I did as Consul 
General was that I could dialogue with all the groups, but I 
don’t feel that I really penetrated deeply enough into the fabric. 
I always felt that I was just touching the surface.

Sebastian: What has interested you most about the Au-
roville reality?

Pierre: It would be very lengthy to express all the deeply felt ex-
periences and emotions that I have associated with Auroville, 
and which have accumulated in the past four years, so I will 
try to be concise. I was always very impressed by the extreme 
lucidity with which the Aurovilians spoke about their project. 
I seriously feel that Auroville is, at its current state, an unfold-
ing project, which can in some way be deciphered by listening 
closely to the individual experiences of the diverse people that 
have formed Auroville and live there. The complexity and di-
versity of interpretation of the Auroville project is fascinating.
I was also struck by the way Auroville interacts with the sur-

Sebastian interviews 
Pierre Fournier, 
the former French 
Consul General in 
Pondicherry.

INTERVIEW

continuing on p.38

Pierre Fournier
Photo by Liria Trielli



37

continued from p.35

continuing on p.39



38

rounding realities and becomes almost a mirror of the historical process, 
which includes qualities and defects of individuals and humanity as a whole. 
The real sense of Auroville as a laboratory was visible to me. From a psycho-
logical point of view, I was also struck by the observations made by people 
who were visiting Auroville for the first time, as they were often a reflection 
of the personality of the individual more than an assessment of the ground 
reality.

Sebastian: Looking at the future of Pondicherry, after your four years of 
experience, what words and considerations come to mind?

Pierre: I don’t really want to suggest anything but I do have some thoughts 
that I would like to share. It would seem extremely necessary that Pondicher-
ry becomes really conscious of its enormous potential, which expresses itself 
not only in the architectural and historical patrimony but also in the very 
special mix of humans that gravitate towards the city and its surroundings. 
All this is of value and should be recognized. The nearness to Auroville and its 
very special utopic outlook, which is very much needed in the global politi-
cal discourse at this moment, should also be seen as an asset. The intellectual 
potential of the Ashram and its school is also a very valuable element. I refrain 
from giving any sense of value to the idea of spiritual tourism and hope that 
other, more profound concepts, are really engaged. The existence of two very 
special research institutes is unique and very valuable to Pondicherry, for its 
worldwide scope, as is the presence of the Lycée Français. The list could go 
on as Pondicherry has many other qualities which make it rather unique in 
the world, and not only in the Indian context. I think that the many untapped 
resources need to be developed and harmonized into a comprehensive vision.

Sebastian: If you had the opportunity to remain longer in Pondicherry, in a 
non-diplomatic role, what activity would you undertake?

Pierre: As already stated several times, the potential of Pondy is immense and 
I would like to be involved with several of the different groups that I men-
tioned before, but I would also work towards creating a place structured for 
cultural activities. I have often expressed this idea of integrating the restora-
tion of the architectural heritage into a theory of urban development. It’s no 
longer enough to simply have nice buildings and welcoming heritage hotels; 
the city should express something more. The container must be filled with ac-
tivity which involves the youth and generates a global cultural concept which 
is alive and not simply existing. The real attraction of a city is its spirit, not its 
buildings. You don’t go to San Francisco for the buildings; you go there for the 
entire experience. Pondy must not fall into the trap of quantitative tourism, 
which is only based on numbers and not quality. 

continued from p.36
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We begin speaking to Joss as he is bump-
ing along in a small truck on his way to 
Marakkanam to plant trees. Asked how 
he feels about the future, Joss exclaims: 
“In moments of panic I plant trees”, which 
leads him on to telling the story of Pitch-
andikulam:
“Once upon a time, hundreds of years 
ago, a traditional healer, named Pitchan-
di lived on the Auroville plateau, amidst 
roaming elephants and other big animals. 
There, in the jungle, he made a pond, a 
kulam. But by the time we arrived, the 
land was pretty tired. The villages had 
grown and the trees had been cut to allow 
for more farming land. I am sure Pondi-

cherry, too, grew cooking its meals using 
wood from here. At least Dyuman-bhai 
used to tell me how the ashramites came 
to the plateau to collect their firewood. 
By 1968 only a few patches of one of the 
rarest ecosystems in India remained. The 
human species is very good at destroying 
what we pretend to love.” 
As well as looking after Pitchandikulam 
Forest, Joss and his team work in villages 
in the bioregion. The community project 
Nadukuppam Environmental Education 
Centre, for example, was set up in 2003. 
Located at a government high school, 
the Centre is a place to learn, in engag-
ing ways, about water, health, ecology and 
medicinal plants. 
Another project was the restoration of 
Chennai’s Adyar Poonga, 60 acres of creek 
estuarine wetland. Work began in 2007 
and the park was opened to the public in 
2011. Today, it’s a sanctuary full of birds, 

Petra interviews Joss, the Steward of Pitchandikulam Forest 
and a man who, with his team, is doing much needed 
ecological restoration work in Auroville, its bioregion, and 
in other parts of India.

Our Imagination is the Only Really Useful Tool
Petra

INTERVIEW
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picture:
“Look, let’s imagine that we are at a fu-
ture point in time, a few decades hence. 
From this point in the future let’s recall 
what happened during the first quarter 
of the Century, around 2014, when plan-
ning moved out of the Town Hall and 
into the villages.
Sure, the Town Hall remained a core 
hub, but Village Planning Centres were 
created to allow not just ‘the assumed 
powerful people’, like the male part of 
the population, but also tribals, youth, 
dalits, women and children, to have a say 
and an impact. This change magnified 
the energy exponentially. People started 
to understand the true meaning of the 
‘Gram Sabha’ and the energy that it con-
tained.
Around that time, there were some dif-
ficult drought years. No rains, and also a 
lack of goodwill and sanity. There was a 
lot of confusion. But many in Auroville 
did have a sort of naive total optimism, 
having been taught from the very begin-
ning to See, to Imagine. In fact, I believe 
that our imagination is the only really 
useful tool. 
Anyhow, that particular year turned out 
to be a good one for mangoes, the fruit 
that Mother had named. The rain pat-
terns began to change; every Saturday 
night, the sky gently opened. That made 
people smile, especially tree planters and 
farmers. It was the Chinese year of the 
horse, so it should have been a really 
steady year; however it got a bit out of 
control… Very deep changes were tak-
ing place in India. Old political struc-
tures had already started to crumble and 

trees, stones, artwork and visiting school-
children. The project faced challenges of 
both a natural (such as the tsunami) and a 
social (such as a thousand dramas and one 
heart attack) nature, but, says Joss, “perse-
verance, collaboration with state officials, 
a pinch of humour, and involving as many 
stakeholders as possible got us through.” 
Throughout Pitchandikulam’s work there 
is a palpable sense of the importance of 
weaving a more sustainable social fabric: 
“It does seem that Aurovilians have be-
gun to realize that if we’re going to keep 
the vision of Auroville strong and burning 
bright, we’ve got to understand that our 
future is with the bioregion. This means 
bringing back the garden, maybe even one 
where a few big animals can roam.
The needed development will have to be 
planned together with all the community 
members and will require a lot of talking 
to district development officials, far and 
wide. That will take very special skills. I 
would say that our future lies in offering 
our visions and experiences, in a way our 
services, in particular to the state of Tamil 
Nadu, but also beyond. The nearby habi-
tat to us has the most relevance… it’s our 
niche, but I had always understood that we 
were to be a relevant model for communi-
ties elsewhere, anywhere. There is a new 
power plant proposed near Marakkanam, 
and new highways, ribbon tourist develop-
ment, sprouting all around us. The chal-
lenges are huge. But I believe that Mother 
would tell us to take it on. That we can no 
longer stay inside the little circle that’s been 
drawn for us and spend our time fighting 
over whether to build another swimming 
pool or not.”
Later, continuing the conversation in the 
quiet of Pitchandikulam, Joss paints a word 

continuing on p.43
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“Papui in Pondy” - Illustration by Lele
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“Look, let’s imagine 
that we are at a 
future point in 
time, a few decades 
hence (...) let’s recall 
(…) when planning 
moved out of the 
Town Hall and into 
the villages.”

there was a sort of breakthrough in the governance of 
the country as a whole. It started in Delhi, where conver-
sations were heard amongst taxi drivers, plumbers and 
college professors that had not been heard for decades. 
People had started to think in a different way. There was a 
healthy outbreak of courageous ideas. The scent of divine 
anarchy that the Mother spoke of was in the air... It was 
all a bit scary at first.
Auroville, at that time famous for its exotic buildings, 
candles, compost toilets and millions of trees, was also 
trying to break out of a mould. And the Tamil Nadu Gov-
ernment seemed to finally realise that Auroville was not 
in Pondicherry, but that it could be something of a jewel 
at the end of the East Coast Road (ECR). People started 
to break through barriers of corruption and greed. Even 
panchayat presidents decided to try to work together. 
That enabled planning to move out of the Town Hall.
It was as if a psychic thunderstorm of goodwill and ba-
sic honesty was suddenly raging. Problems were being 
worked out. Many stopped wasting energy and time. 
There was a lot of criticism and inevitable opposition to 
this movement for change, and of course mistakes were 
being made, but change could not be stopped. In that 
year, Village Planning Centres, something that some of 
us had dreamed of for decades, started to emerge.
It started with the creation in Bommayarpalayam of a re-
ally fun design space, through collaboration between Au-
roville and the panchayat representatives. A whole series 
of meetings were held in the different communities of the 
village, under trees, on beaches… With the help of very 
clever facilitators this led to an extraordinary big collec-
tive meeting where everyone, including the Swami, de-
cided to work together to create a sustainable long term 
plan for the village.

continued from p.41

continuing on p.45
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ART & ARTISTS
‘My Village’ Art Therapy session with Tia Pleiman
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were also used to transform parts of the 
village, particularly the colony, through 
a participatory exercise where everyone 
was involved in designing or redesign-
ing their houses. Satprem, Suhasini, Lara, 
Dharmesh, Raman, Fabian and Manu, 
amongst others, helped guide the pro-
cess together with young people they 
had trained from the village itself. Not 
just the houses but schools, balwadis, a 
health centre, bus shelters, fish markets, 
community cultural centres and first class 
roads were all designed and built. Toine’s 
Solar Village project made the village a 
net supplier of power to the grid.
As a result, the village became a showcase 
for community design and governance. 
People would come from Pondicherry, 
park in a space on the edge of the village, 
and walk through the quiet, clean, ret-
rofitted village of elegant houses to have 
meals at the best seafood restaurants in 
the region, overlooking the sea. 
One of the clues to the success was the 
belief and strength of the ‘Gram Sabha’, 
which started to meet every week. Clev-
er facilitation was learned and accepted, 
and all decisions were shared and made 
by the whole community. It was at that 
time that the nationwide ‘100 days waste 
of time scheme’ was deeply analysed and 
changed. It was in fact transformed into 
the most positive of energies. The dignity 
of labour could return with the joy of be-
ing able to realise plans that people them-
selves had been part of shaping.
In parallel to Village Planning Centres 
around Auroville, the Tamil Nadu Sus-
tainable Livelihood Institute, where we 
are now sitting, was initiated. As you 

Women, children, youth, retired officials 
and generals collected information about 
the history, the community groups, the 
social and political structures and the 
business enterprises. Of course the natu-
ral resources; the soils, animals, birds, in-
sects, and particularly the resources from 
the sea, were also studied. A resource of 
prime importance in this mapping was 
water. Its availability and saline content 
were investigated, as was how to protect 
the aquifers of sweet water so that the 
community of Bommayarpalayam could 
survive.
When all the information was colourfully 
exhibited, using photos and maps, on the 
walls of the Village Planning Centre, for 
all to see, it was not difficult for everyone 
to see that their aquifer was linked to all 
of the surrounding ones. It was under-
stood that we all live downstream and 
that we would have to plan for a sustain-
able future together.
One part of the exhibition included peo-
ple’s vision of their village in twenty years. 
Everyone, from school kids to grand-
mothers, and from retired bureaucrats 
to new hotel owners, participated. And 
this energy was tapped as the community 
proceeded to plan its common future. 
There were interesting challenges to say 
the least. For a while it was a bit chaotic… 
but soon new ideas emerged.
The community decided that it would be 
better to curve the ECR around the back 
of the village instead, making the village 
whole again. Over the next years, mil-
lions of cement stabilized earth blocks 
were made as the road was shaped out 
of the best laterite available. The blocks 

continuing on p.47
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There seems to be a particularly high risk for robberies during summer, and not just 
during the “guest season”. The 2013 peak reflects the activities of a gang operating in 
the Udumbu area.

Development and Security
Michael & Krishna

STATISTICS
PART 2

continuing on p.60

We clubbed vandalism with fire and encroachment. Auroville Security does not deal 
with land issues, but the statistics that they do have show a steady increase in cases of 
vandalism/fire/encroachment. Due to the lack of data, these graphs obviously do not 
reflect the ground reality in 2013.

continued from p.28
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know, its construction incorporated the 
best of Auroville building, water treat-
ment, and energy practices. Here, at the 
fringe of Auroville, a veritable Campus 
has sprung up, including a beautiful per-
maculture garden and a building able to 
accommodate 100 people. People come 
to stay, teach, learn, and participate in the 
dynamic transformational projects of Au-
roville and the villages all around.
It worked well in Bommayarpalayam. 
Auroville showed, on so many levels, 
how it could learn, help, and get involved. 
Soon similar planning and design cen-
tres started in Kuilapalayam, Edaiyan-
chavadi and Kottakarai…. In Kuilapa-
layam, the traditional courtyard weaving 
was brought back. Ajit together with the 
villagers implemented the plans that he 
had drawn up years before to harmonise 
shop facades and create village market 
squares. Today, local handicrafts, nutri-
tious foods, even a banana stem juice bar, 
have replaced the row of identical Kash-
mir shops. Edaiyanchavadi, too, realised 
its role, at the other end of the residential 
zone, with its restored heritage buildings 
and the charming water tank surrounded 
by ancient trees.
All the design was done by the local com-
munities and Aurovilians together. True 
respect for each other grew as better con-
ditions for living were established. No 
longer was it the practise to plan ‘the city 
that the earth needs’ from afar, but it was 
being done by the people who actually 
depend on its success. Rather than op-
posing people who wanted to build, Au-
roville became part of a process to help 
them. Never was it said that Auroville 
had all of the answers, but conversations 

became more open, deep, and rich. Eve-
ryone learnt to listen more to their inner 
voice. People truly enjoyed helping one 
another and Auroville became more and 
more welcoming as a result. Look at the 
level of outreach and welcoming of peo-
ple now!
So, here we are, some 20 years into the fu-
ture, and every little guest house sports an 
effective sewage treatment plan and solar 
panels. The Village Planning Centres con-
tinue to help people who live in the area 
to make plans, find builders, and so on. 
Women, heritage trees and rare lichens, 
alike, are being honoured and protected. 
Good, simple food is increasingly being 
grown in the ever-expanding edible, cu-
rative landscape that has started to real-
ise the dream of ‘a city in a garden and 
a garden in a city’. We have to continue 
bringing back the garden. We, as a spe-
cies, remember the garden deep inside, or 
try to: Eden, Brindhavan...
Sure, the Town Hall remains, but it has 
changed. It is a happier place. They were 
subtle, the changes, but as the gardens 
became more established…. I love the 
Krishna-blue flower, ‘Miracle’. It flowers 
many times a year. People used to rub the 
juice from the fruit into palm leaf man-
uscripts. And let us not forget ‘Divine 
Knowledge’, the humble mango.
She wanted us to believe it could happen, 
and to stay with that in spite of every-
thing. Of course, difficulties remain, but 
we have seen what can happen. When 
we work together, it is a positive upward 
spiral of a collective change in conscious-
ness. Today, all over India, people, soils 
and water are being healed in a similar 
manner. The country as a whole has start-
ed to realise its purpose in the world.” 

continued from p.45
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Ange Peter
 is an Aurovilian ceramist who, in September 2013, had 
her solo exhibition “The Offering” brought to the Habitat Centre 

in Delhi by the Blue Pottery Trust. The theme was teapots and 
dragons. Says Ange, “The teapot symbolizes the conservative 

form of craft, whereas dragons represent the force of evolution 
that pushes beyond limitations.”

Auroville Artists Reaching Out
Compiled by Petra

ART & ARTISTS

White Wild Dragon teapot, wood fired porcelain sculpture by Ange. Photo by Ireno Guerci.
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is a Ceramic Artist who, 
in July 2013, took part in 
a residency in Clayarch 
Gimhae Museum, South 
Korea. She was one of 
five Indian ceramists 
selected from a shortlist 
of 47. Leaving behind an 
earthenware-stoneware-
porcelain wall piece “Sun 
to me” and other works 
to be part of the Clayarch 
Museum and the new Indian 
Cultural Centre in Busan, 
Supriya returned to Auroville 
with a renewed feeling that 
“anything is possible.”

Supriya Menon Meneghetti

Nele Martens

is an Aurovilian painter who, in 
May 2013, took part in the two-
week International Mural Painters 
Camp in Kerala, organised by the 
Lalit Kala Academy. Over 350 artists 
and students, from all over India as 
well as from Korea, Canada, USA, 
Portugal, and Germany, set out to 
paint in and on churches, post offices, 
railway stations, and even temples. 
“I loved being part of such a vibrant 
and rich art event and found the 
exchange with artists from different 
backgrounds very inspiring”, says 
Nele.
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ArTranslation piece in Auroville.
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ArTranslation
is a collective of artists (Christiane Fath, Valérie Abella, Aurélie Lemille and Cédric 
da Cunha) hailing from Reunion Islands. Recently hosted by Gallery Square Circle, 
they were happy to collaborate with Aurovilian artists, who could reach out to the 
world in Auroville itself. 

Adil Writer 
is a Bombay architect turned Aurovilian potter who was selected for an 
artist-in-residence programme at Shigaraki, one of the oldest pottery 
centres in Japan, in late 2011. He was instrumental in ensuring Indian 
representation to a six week programme in China, where the Indian 
contingent made works for a permanent Museum of Indian Ceramic Art in 
Fuping. Later, at his solo exhibition ‘Secrets & Lies’ at Gallery Art & Soul in 
Mumbai in November 2013,  Adil mostly showed his works made in Japan, 
including ikebana vases, ceramic books, buckets and treasure boxes, and 
large paintings and painted media.

“Secrets & Lies” Teabowl book, wood fired porcelain by Adil. Photo by Ireno Guerci.

Photo: ArTranslation collective with Aurovilian artists during their artists-in-
residence program in Auroville.
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Aurovilian potter Priya Sundaravalli and Auroville unit Svaram both contributed to 
the interactive part of the ‘Jaya He’ art walk of T2, the new Mumbai International 

Airport terminal. Showcasing art from every region of India, this 3.2 km long art walk 
is billed as the world’s largest public art exposition, and features some 7000 works. 

is currently in South Korea on a four month Artist in Residency program at the 
Clayarch Gimhae Museum where she plans to learn the Buncheong technique of 

traditional Korean pottery and apply it to her own craft practice.
For T2, she created a sea bed landscape as part of the ‘Water’ theme part where the 

viewer is invited to make music by playing with flowing water. This installation was 
first created for and exhibited at the Auroville Festival in New Delhi, September 2012.

is an instrument making and sound healing unit based in Auroville. Svaram’s T2 
installation is one of the largest tuned chimes installations to ever have been created. 

It is included under the element of ‘Ether’ of the ‘India Elemental’ series.

Priya Sundaravalli

Svaram
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Aurovilian artist Pierre Legrand had 
a solo exhibition with the Art.Mo-
tif Gallery at the 6th India Art Fair 
(www.indiaartfair.in). It was held 
on January 30th until February 2nd, 
2014, in New Delhi. Following that, 
Pierre went on to exhibit at the Resi-
dence of the French Ambassador, 
New Delhi (February 7th to March 
9th) also launching a book, “Light 
Matter”, on his work, published by 
Roli Books. Further, the Appa Rao 
Gallery in New Delhi exhibited his 
work at the Lodhi Hotel from 12th 
March to 15th April, 2014. 

Pierre Legrand

ART & ARTISTS
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Like Pondicherry, Brussels has one million in-
habitants. It is the seat of the European Union in-
stitutions but even so, or perhaps due to this fact, 
it is not simply a city of and for legislators and 
administrators. In fact, it is as if the weight of the 
EU Headquarters is balanced out by a “youthful 
opposition”. Clearly, NGOs and representatives of 
minorities feel the need to be present and, I guess, 
at least partly as a result of this, the music and art 
scenes of Brussels are thriving.
Regular carnivals see people take to the streets 
and socialize in this totally walkable city, which 
also has a far-reaching network of buses, trams 
and Metro. One event that has taken place eve-
ry year since 1988 is the Parcours d’Artistes, or 
Art Route. People are invited to stroll around 
St. Gilles, a particularly vibrant neighbourhood, 
and to experience artworks in the artists’ houses 
or studios themselves. Organised by the Culture 
Service of the commune St. Gilles, the next edi-
tion, in May 2014, expects some 200 artists to 
open their doors to the public.
Green living examples and spontaneous art in-
stallations and murals (such as those inspired by 
the famous Belgian comic books) are dispersed 
throughout the city. Parks and squares buzz with 
items for reuse and recycling, as well as live mu-
sic. Sculptures dot the centre and the suburbs and 
art from within peoples homes spill out onto bal-
conies and streets. Small but bountiful commu-
nal gardens adhering to permaculture principles 
spring up too, as do small organic food shops and 
new bike- and car-sharing hubs. A multilingual 
hotpot, Brussels definitely displays signs of the 
birth of something new.

Brussels
Art in the City

Petra, with photos by Tom Mo

Mural by Hermann Huppen

Anti-oil sticker by unknown
artist-activist

ART & ARTISTS
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Brussels
Art in the City

Brussels
Art in the City

Mural by Frank Pé in the middle 
of Brussels’ gay district
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Scrap-wood sculpture 
by Arne Quinz
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Toy car during a “Brussels No Car Day” The Zinneke Pis bronze statue
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Life Frames 
Tirna Ray

I was at the Louvre Museum in Paris. I have, like almost every 
middle-class Indian, grown up with stories of Mona Lisa and her 
mysterious smile. Leonardo Da Vinci is a household name in 
Kolkata, and many a dinner session is still spent on the nuances 
of this world-famous painting. Is she smiling, in pain or simply 
sarcastic? More the questions, more the mystery. 
As I found my way to the ticket counter of the 652,300 sq feet 
Louvre Palace, I was excited at the prospect of being face-to-face 
with the world’s most acclaimed art (dimension: 77cm x 53cm). 
I started climbing the flight of stairs and at a certain point, un-
expectedly, caught a glimpse of the portrait. It was hypnotizing, 
despite the distance. The soft colours in the frame embraced me 
in infinity, tugging at my naïve and somewhat taut aesthetic in-
stincts. 
Soon, I found myself in a cordoned area. I looked up, thirsting 
for the final close up, but there was no painting in front of me! 
There were hundreds of cameras dangling all around, clicking 
away senselessly, mercilessly. Not one inspired face or a pair of 
sparkling eyes. Not one facial narrative reflecting awe. 
It was the same at the Rodin Museum, at Montmartre, and in 
front of Moulin Rouge, with edgy clicks erasing the experiential 
expanse of an agonizing artist like Toulouse-Lautrec, or wip-
ing away Van Gogh’s passionate colour palette from the cobbled 
streets of the historical hill in north Paris. 
While digitization and technology, along with new media, has 
given a lot to society, it has also taken away. We have stopped 

A senior journalist with The Times of India, Tirna Ray 
has been on the editorial staff of leading mainline English 
dailies, including The Asian Age and The Telegraph. She 
also worked as a fiction editor at Katha to pursue her life-
long passion for bhasha literature and won the 2005 Katha 
Award for Translation (from Bengali to English). Tirna is 
planning to spend some time in Auroville as a volunteer.

ART & ARTISTS

continuing on p.61
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“Papui and Development” - Illustration by Lele

Do better roads 
mean fewer 
accidents? 

Development and Security
Michael & Krishna

STATISTICS
PART 3

continued from p.46
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‘seeing’ and appreciating art as many other things. We are living 
in strange times, when we do not see or experience anything 
anymore, but resort to a ‘click vision.’ Everything we see or like 
has to be clicked. Sometimes, interestingly, in private gatherings 
or even public spaces, we cater to what would earn the most 
number of ‘likes’ on social networking websites. 
It is no longer about absorbing/assimilating something, which 
develops our aesthetic dimensions, but all about capturing a 
‘third’ version of the world. So the experiences are no longer 
immediate and intense, ruffling our hearts. Instead, they are 
passive and clinical, all set to be uploaded in an indifferent cy-
ber space where there are no stars or a milky way to tickle our 
imagination. 

We are living 
in strange 
times, when 
we do not see 
or experience 
anything 
anymore, but 
resort to a ‘click 
vision.’

continued from p.59
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ART & ARTISTS ‘My Village’ Art Therapy session with Tia Pleiman

collABorATe
We are always looking for content and contributors. 

Contact us on magzav@auroville.org.in or 0413-2623187
www.magzav.wordpress.com

donATe
You can donate to help MAgzAV continue to run.

If you are in Auroville, please transfer to FS # 251282. 
You may also set up a monthly contribution!

Otherwise, please use the following donation gateway: 
www.auroville.com/donations/

Credit cards are accepted. 
PLEASE MAKE SURE TO SPECIFY “Auroville Art Service – 
MAgzAV” in the ‘Specific Auroville projects’ field AND TO 

SEND US AN E-MAIL AFTER (magzav@auroville.org.in) 
so that we can claim the donation. Thank you!
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Prestigious
Prize 

to Aurovilian Artist
Ireno Guerci, an Aurovilian artist and photographer, has been announced 

as the 2014 recipient of the prestigious “LericiPea” - Ligurian Poets 
and Artists in the World – award. Liguria is a region of north-western 
Italy, and every year, the prize is awarded to an artist who is honouring 
his/her Ligurian origins with their work. In the case of Ireno, it is his 

Auroville-based work, including his recent “Water Being” project using 
photography, video and installation, which has earned him the privilege. 
Further info www.lericipea.com (2014 prize will be announced in June).
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