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“This is not Club Med. It’s not Peace and Love. It’s not a place to withdraw from the 
world. If we are a bit frustrated not to have arrived yet where we wanted, it’s because 
what we are asking for is very difficult. We’ll get there … but in the infinite.” André



“At the time, there was divine anarchy. You didn’t have to ask permission from anyone, 
you could do anything you wanted if you had a few Rupees. So, I built a little 
hut, a capsule, I put up a windmill and began planting trees. There were no rules, 
no regulations.” Vijay



Comme-Ci		Comme-ça

	 	 	 [The	Auroville	Project]
Christoph	Draeger		&		Heidrun	Holzfeind
Kodoji	Press

“The first years were magical moments for me. We were all in Aspiration, we were very much all 
together. It was much more of a communal life. At the time we thought nobody would cook  
individually, it was all collective cooking. When we moved in, in 1975, our friend who built this 
house said: ‘Don’t worry, I think it will last at least ten years!’ Ten years then felt like a 
long time. I said, ‘wow, that’s great!’” Christine





“Auromodèle was originally conceived as a testing ground, as a model for the city. The head  
architect Roger Anger thought of it as a colony of, I think, 500 people. To see how it  
could work, not only in terms of the structure of the buildings and town planning but also 
 communal life — do they all eat together etc.” Frederick



“Auroville is not yet a utopia. Mother’s dream is growing inside, like the chicken in the 
egg, like the butterfly in the caterpillar. At the moment there are conflicts here in various 
communities, just like there are in the external world. It’s not yet fully manifested. Still, 
there is something.” Vijay

of	the	city	other	than	the	internal	organization.	
The	shape	of	the	city	looks	like	a	fractal,	where	
the	individual	is	part	of	the	structure.	The	vortex	
that	forms	the	original	plan	for	the	city	creates		
a	form	where	time	is	absorbed	in	a	different	di-
men	sion.	The	galaxy	shape	designed	by	French	
Architect	Roger	Anger	was	related	to	a	Fibonacci	
structure,	and	was	intended	to	form	an	entity	
where	nature	and	humanity	could	grow	together	
in	a	spiral.
	 	 	 Close	to	the	idea	of	archi-
tecture	is	the	concept	of	language.	What	is	the	
language	of	Auroville?	It	is	probably	the	idea	that	
many	languages	are	central	in	this	utopian	city.	
Ferdinand	De	Saussure	stated	that	language	was		
the	first	institution,	before	family,	state	and	reli-
gion.	In	this	sense,	the	idea	of	a	total	openness	
to	different	cultures	and	languages	positions	
	Auroville	in	a	pluralistic	dimension.	A	place	to	
bring	harmony	and	peace	to	the	different	cul-
tures	of	the	world	on	the	platform	of	an	interna-
t	ional	and	intercultural	city	design	capable	of	
bringing	together	the	qualities	of	cultures	in		or	der	
to	reinforce	spiritual	needs.
	 	 	 It	is	interesting	to	observe	
the	relationship	between	Auroville	and	UNESCO.	
The	organisation	for	culture	of	the	United	Nations	
has	been	a	partner	of	Auroville	since	its	inau	-	
gu	ra	t	ion	in	1968.	Auroville	belongs	to	humanity	as		
a	whole,	and	this	is	essentially	the	same	idea		
that	is	the	foundation	of	UNESCO’s	identity:	To	
consider	culture	as	a	collective	value	that	should	
be	conserved,	not	only	for	every	human	being	
but	also	for	future	generations.	The	UNESCO	
idea	for	relations	within	humanity	is	basically	that	
there	should	be	a	link	between	all	nationalities.	
Auro	ville	is	a	place	that	can	host	any	person		
from	the	world.	Avoiding	the	problem	of	nation	
states	and	language,	Auroville	is	the	first	step	
towards	‘utopia	realized’.	
	 	 	 In	Auroville,	the	relation-
ship	between	utopia	and	spirituality	is	devel	oped	
in	an	extreme	form	of	ecology:	a	condition	in	
which	it	is	possible	to	think	in	different	ways.	
Ecology	is	the	endless	form	of	learning	that	plays	
an	extremely	relevant	role	in	Auroville.	Today,	this	
potential	is	still	the	main	energy	that	opens	the		
city	to	different	growing	forms	of	knowledge.	
Auroville	is	also	one	of	the	rare	places	where	the	
fundamental	structure	is	based	on	culture	as	an	

Shaping	Utopia
	 	 	 Lorenzo	Benedetti

What	does	utopia	look	like	when	we	can	change	
the	diachronic	coordinates	and	gaze	back	into	
the	past	instead	of	looking	towards	the	future?	
What	if	we	could	jump	into	a	time	machine	and	
imagine	a	desire	for	change	intrinsic	to	the	ideal	
of	a	utopia	that	can	be	reversed?	Auroville	looks	
like	such	a	time	machine.	The	utopian	city		
that	will	turn	fifty	in	2018	is	a	kind	of	paradox		
because,	located	in	a	kind	of	permanent	future,	
this	place	now	has	a	significant	past,	half	a	
century	of	history.	A	place	for	the	future	was	the	
vision	at	the	outset.	But	there	is	a	permanent		
future	in	Auroville.	The	struggles	with	local		
authorities	by	other	forms	of	utopian	projects		
in	the	middle	of	the	1960s	triggered	a	need	to	
think	about	an	alternative	place.	Perhaps	there		
is	an	interesting	concept	for	the	archaeology		
of	utopia	in	one	of	the	oldest	utopian	places	still	
in	existence	and	still	growing.
	 	 	 It	is	no	coincidence	that	
architecture	is	a	central	element	in	Auroville:		
in	a	literal	sense,	due	to	the	structure	of	the	city,	
and	in	a	broader	sense,	like	the	construction		
of	a	social	and	cultural	space.	Architecture	and	
utopia	have	a	big	story	to	share.	Of	course,	
with	its	many	examples	of	radical	architecture,	
the	architecture	of	the	1960s	is	still	a	mine	of	
inspiration	for	younger	architects,	artists	and	
thinkers	today.	People	such	as	Constant,	Yona	
	Friedman,	Paolo	Soleri,	to	mention	just	a	few	
famous	names,	developed	extremely		innovative	
and	radical	ideas	about	the	future	condition,	
and how	we	should	live	together	in	a	potential	
future.	But	in	Auroville	we	also	have	an	archi-
tectural	concept	for	a	way-of-living,	of	learning	
and	of	thinking.	Architecture	was	a	key	element	
in	the	planner’s	division	of	the	city	into	four	
sections:	a	residential	zone,	a	cultural	zone,	an	
industrial	zone	and	an	international	zone.	It	is	
clear	that	among	the	traditional	residential	and	
industrial	zones,	the	cultural	and	especially	the	
international	element	are	relevant:	This	means	
that	the	city	is	based	on	a	plurality	of	languages.
	 	 	 At	the	centre,	the	Matri-
mandir,	a	large	sphere	of	45	x	30	meters,	rises	
like	a	metaphor	for	an	independent	international	
entity.	No	hierarchies	define	the	urban	structure	



engine	for	a	better	form	of	individual	spiritual-	
ity.	The	values	defined	by	Aurovilians	more		
than	50 years	ago	are	probably	still	central	to		
our		societies	today.	Their	vision	for	social		
and	envi	ronmental	ecology	is	now	ever	more	
radical.	Even	if	today	there	is	awareness	based	
on	a	stronger	consciousness	of	ideas	for	an	
ecologi	cal	future,	there	is	no	place	that	has	this	
as	its	constitutio	nal	base,	like	Auroville.
	 	 	 Auroville,	in	the	nature	of		
a	timeless	dimension,	could	be	a	place	where		

reality	and	imagination	merge	–	a	kind	of	mag-
netic	field	where	the	dynamics	of	the	con-	
temporary	world	do	not	change	the	culture	of		
the	place.	The	future	is	not	a	moment	in	time		
but	a	space	of	potential,	where	knowledge	and		
creativity	have	no	borders.
	 	 	



“To understand Auroville one has to understand the process of transformation, the process of 
success, of failure. The process of the evolution of life.” Pierre 





“If I stay away for too long, I miss it. I was born here, I grew up here, my whole family 
is here. The way of life, the food, the smells, the wind. The smell of the cashew trees, 
the smell of the earth when the first rains fall …” Sita



  
  of	charac	ters,	and	that	became	a	court	case	…		

It	got	to	a	point	where	we	had	to	pack	our	bags	
and	run	for	it,	really.	We	just	got	out.	At	that	
point	I	was	hoping	to	build	here	in	Fertile.	There	
were	four	people	already	there,	and	they	said,	
just	come	and	live	here.
	 	 	 Back	then,	you	had	an		
in	teresting	choice:		There	were	four	‘optional	
land	scapes’	in		Auroville	at	that	time.	There	was	
what	you	might	call	the	‘American	landscape’	
around	a	place	called	Forecomers.	It	was	a	very	
	dramatic	land	scape	characterized	by	a	huge	
canyon, a	very	stark	and	dynamic	environment.	
Then	there	was	the	‘European	settlement’,		
with	the	Dutch	and	Germans	living	down	in	the	
lowlands	with	casuarina	trees	and	pine	planta-	
	tions,	in	a	more	temperate	climate.	In	Aspiration	
you	had	a	dense,	more	social	and	urban	popula-
tion	of	French,	who	tended	to	come	together.	
And	here	[	in	Fertile	]	it was	as	close	I	could	find	
to	Australia.	It	was	way	out	in	the	middle	of		
the	sticks.	And,	interestingly,	the	Australian		
species	do	much	better	here	than	in	any	other	
part	of	Auroville.
	 	 	 It’s	hard	to	see	now	but	this		
was	a	little	oasis	of	fig	trees,	two	or	three	hun-
dred	years	old,	in	a	huge	big	sandy	plain.		
Every	thing	else	had	been	deforested.	From	here	
to	the	horizon	was	sand.	There	was	one	single	
tree	a	kilometre	away	in	that	direction.	It	was	a	
very	dramatic	landscape	then.	So	to	get	on		
your	bicycle	and	go	anywhere	was	a	huge	thing.
	 	 	 We	were	a	little	pioneering	
community	of	people.	Actually,	we	were	part		
of	the	first	reforestation	project.	There	was	a	
highly	designed	plan	that	fits	into	what	was	
called	the	‘galaxy	plan’.	Mother	had	given	spirit-
ual	attributes	to	all	of	the	different	trees,	and		
we	were	supposed	to	be	planting	trees	in	a	spiral	
towards	the	centre	according	to	these	spiritual	
attributes.	That	was	our	work,	officially.	Mother	
was	still	alive,	which	meant	that	we	had	access	
to	unlimited	money.	It	was	very	much	like	having	
a	benevolent	grandmother	then.	We	behaved	
just	like	spoiled	children	in	those	days,	running	
around	doing	whatever	we	liked	…
	 	 	 That	was	the		beginning		
of	our	reforestation	project.	We	must	have	farmed	
about	20	acres	with	field	crops	like		millet	and	
daals,	and	we	planted	about	50	acres	of	forest,	

Interview	with	Johnny	
	 	 	 Christoph	Draeger		&		
Heidrun	Holzfeind
at	Fertile,	December	2015

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 Can	you	tell	us	how	you	came	to	
	Auroville,	how	you	started	the	Fertile	community	
–	also	on	an	architectural	level?

	 J		 	
	 	 	 The	story	is	that	my wife	
ran	away	from	a	pretty	rough	marriage	in	Aus-
tralia	with	her	first	son	and	came	here.	I	came	
here	very	timidly,	expecting	to	get	a	five-minute	
interview	and	then	be	sent	away.	By	then		
she	had	built	a	house	by	the	beach	and	was		
living	there	with	her	son,	and	to	my	relief	she	
was	delighted	to	see	me	…
	 	 	 In	those	days	all	housing	
in	Auroville	was	very	rudimentary.	It	was	tradi-
tional	bamboo	and	thatch	on	mud	walls.	There	
was	a	population	of	maybe	100	or	150	living		
on	a	huge	desert	plain.	I	had	studied	architecture	
for	four	or	five	years	in	Australia.	I	had	done	a	
bit	of	what	you	might	call	‘bush	building’–	archi-
tec	ture	interested	in	recycling	and	adventurous	
housing.	I	met	people	here	who	really	didn’t		
have	a	clue	about	what	they	were	building,	so	
I agreed	to	help	them.
	 	 	 In	this	climate,	to	be	out	
in	the	open,	working	with	bamboo,	ropes	and	
sticks	and	leaves	and	whatever,	when	you	have		
a	head	full	of	unexpressed	architectural	ideas,	
for	me	it	was	just	a	delight.	So	we	developed	
a particular	type	of	house,	a	simple	little	house	
which	we	called	a	capsule.	Four	men	could		
build	one	of	them	in	three	days.	We	were	build-
ing	hundreds	of	them	all	over.	Then	we	even	
developed	ones	that	fitted	together,	calling	it	a	
capsule	castle.
	 	 	 My	wife	Jen	had	drawn	
up	a	dubious	contract	for	the	house	on	the	
beach	that	got	us	into	a	conflict	with	a	couple	



 
  then	…	We	began	without	any	policy	at	all,	really.	

We	didn’t	realize	what	a	scientific	reforestation	
was.	We	just	thought	forests	are	forests.	We		
had	attracted	people	with	degrees	in	forest	
management	who	came	in	and	said,	you	need		
a	strategy.	We	suddenly	began	to	realize	that		
forests	are	much	more	complex	ecologies.		
Now	we	have	the	Tropical	Dry	Evergreen	Forest		
policy,	which	is	intended	to	re-establish	the	
original	forests.

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 Can	you	tell	us	a	bit	more	about	
the	experiments	in	architecture	in	the	early	days?

	 J		 	
	 	 	 I	had	the	good	fortune	to	
meet	Buckminster	Fuller	as	a	young	architecture	
student.	He	was	very	prophetic	–	I	would	say,	he	
was	thirty	years	ahead	of	his	time	with	whatever	
he	did.	To	have	an	aerodynamic	car	in	1936,	for	
instance,	when	everything	else	was	shaped	like	
a	shoebox	…	He	was	such	a	powerful	inspiration	
to	me	when	he	stepped	into	the	university	in	
Sydney	where	I	studied.	We	became	part	of	his	
vision.	I	dropped	everything	and	followed	him		
to	New	Zealand,	I	followed	him	around	Australia	…	
[Johnny	shows	us	a	small	architectural	model	]
This	is	an	illustration	of	his	geometry.	That		
basic	structure	is	what	you	call	an	octahedron,		
an	eight-sided	triangular	figure	that	occurs		
in	all	crystalline	structures.	The	original	houses		
I	was	building	were	just	based	on	that.	I	took		
that	hexagonal	middle	line	there	and	made	it	a	
floor	…	and	then	I	made	this	with	moveable	walls.	
These	were	the	small	houses	I	first	built	here.	
That’s	a	direct	take	on	Buckminster	Fuller!	All		
I	did	was	to	reconfigure	it.

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 You	also	built	this	big	geodesic	
dome	here	in	Auroville	…

	 J		 	
	 	 	 Domes	don’t	make	good	
houses;	they	are	very	difficult	to	live	in.	It’s	bend-
ing	over	backwards	to	live	in	a	bubble	and	it	
doesn’t	make	sense.	I	build	these	demountable	
houses,	like	the	one	I	live	in.	But	there	is	a	lot	of	
resistance	within	the	community	to	anything	as	

basic	as	that.	Well,	you	don’t	realize	that	we	had	
German	architects	who	built	German	houses,	
Italian	architects	building	Italian	houses	…	It’s		
like	that,	people	work	within	their	realms	of	
education.	It’s	just	that	the	Australian	and	Indian	
climates	are	so	similar,	anything	I	do	looks	a		
bit	more	appropriate.

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 But	there	isn’t	enough	land		
anymore	for	individual	housing.	Now	it’s	all	
apartment	buildings.

	 J		 	
	 	 	 Well,	there	is	land	for		
individual	housing	but	it’s	all	allocated.	What	gen	-	
erally	happens	when	you	generate	that	kind		
of	pressure	is	that	there	is	an	‘underground’.	Like	
this	place	is	a	bit	underground	in	the	sense	that	
we	don’t	obey	the	rules.	I	think	the	Greenbelt		
is	where	it	first	needs	to	happen	because	the	
Green	belt	has	access	to	so	much	land.	So	you’ll	
start	to	allow	people	to	live	in	the	forest.	That’s	
what	it	has	come	to!	Because	the	impression		
I	get	is	that	if	you	come	to	Auroville	now	as	a		
newcomer,	they	say	you	have	to	live	in	an	apart-
ment	and	you need	at	least	30	Laks	[	3	million		
Rupees,	approx.	€	40,000	].	With	this,	I	think	we’ve	
managed	pretty	successfully	to	eliminate	the	
possibility	of	any	more	Tamils	coming	to	live	in	
the	community	unless	they	are	very	wealthy.	

	 	 [We	are	walking	around	Fertile	
and	Johnny	shows	us	different	houses	they	have	
built	over	the	years.]

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 Are	these	huts	still	based	on	the	
principles	of	Buckminster	Fuller?

	 J		 	
	 	 	 Not	really,	that	type	of	hut	
is	just	like	a	folding	bedroom	for	somebody	to		
sit	in	and	read,	and	maybe	get	stoned.	And	when	
you	want	to	move	somewhere	else	you	can	just	
fold	the	whole	thing	up	and	move	it.	So	this	is	an		
attempt	to	make	a	very	simple,	economical,	
realistic	solution	to	Auroville’s	housing	problem.	
They	cost	2	Laks	to	build,	while	an	apartment	of	
any	size	costs	you	between	20	and	30	Laks.	This	



“They sent me the very first brochure about Auroville in February of 1968. I liked it  
a lot: There was the Galaxy plan, the photo of Mother … There was her dream, the Charter  
of Auroville. I immediately knew that this was the place where I should live. I left  
France in August of 1968.” André



one	has	no	bathroom	or	kitchen	but	they	can	be		
added	for	another	50,000	Rupees.	I’m	also		
making	demountable	prefabricated	composting	
toilets	and	things	like	that.

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 Apartments	are	much	more		
compact.	But	even	for	these	shacks,	let’s	say	if	
you	were	to	give	them	to	newcomers,	you’d		
also	need	the	land	for	it!

	 J		 	
	 	 	 You	do.	But	you	can	tuck	
them	in.	They	don’t	take	up	a	lot	of	land.		
Everybody	could	put	one	or	two	…	we’ve	got	50		
communities,	just	put	two	in	each	community.
	
CH	&	H	 	
	 	 So,	would	there	still	be	space	for	
newcomers	here	in	Fertile?

	 J		 	
	 	 	 Well,	you	can	see	how	
crowded	it	gets	here.	There’s	a	hut,	here’s	a	hut,	
there	is	another	hut.	There	is	one	on	the	other	
side	…	Earshot	is	a	pretty	important	thing	in		
a	community!	Everyone	needs	the	freedom	to		
make	as	much	noise	as	they	want.	But	in	order	to		
build	anything	here	you	have	to	ask	about	20 	
different	people	for	permission.	I	always	believed	
that	you	have	to	be	able	to	trust	the	trustees		
of	your	community	to	make	those	decisions	for	
themselves,	how	many	people	they	put	in	their	
communities	…	We	don’t	need	policies	and		
bureaucracies	to	solve	these	issues.	You	create		
a	bureaucracy	by	requiring	permission.

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 Are	you	on	the	grid?

	 J		 	
	 	 	 No.	One	of	the	ethics	of	
the	forest	group	is	not	to	connect	to	the	grid.	It’s	
an	attempt	at	autonomy.	Auroville	does	have	the	
capability	to	be	autonomous!	I	believe	that	every	
place	should	have	their	own	bore	well.	I don’t	
think	we	need	a	centralized	water	supply.	If		
you	are	living	on	solar	energy,	you	are	so	much		
more	alert	to	the	amount	you	are	consuming.		
If	you	are	responsible	for	the	amount	of	electricity		

you	are	generating,	the	amount	of	waste	you	are	
generating,	the	amount	of	food	you	are	grow-
ing,	the	more	you	are	responsible,	the	better	
they	are	used.	Even	educating	your	own	children	
and	building	your	own	houses.	So	I	am	always	
advocating	autonomy.	Centralization	requires	a	
central	authority.

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 Could	you	imagine	50,000	people	
living	on	this	land	without	that	kind	of	organiza-
tion?

	 J		 	
	 	 	 Yeah,	that’s	what	anarchy	
is	about!

CH	&	H	 	
	 	 You	have	been	here	from	the	
beginning.	What	is	your	take	on	Auroville’s	
development,	do	you	think	it’s	going	in	the	right	
direction,	or	has	it	derailed?

	 J		 	
	 	 	 That	would	presume		
ex	pectation	to	some	extent!	Sri	Aurobindo	had	
the	vision.	Mother	had	the	practical	ability	to		
set	it	free.	She	wasn’t	naive	about	human	nature.	
I always	feel	her	watching	whatever	is	going		
on	now	as	a	slightly	amused,	wise	old	woman	
just	watching	the	mistakes	that	we	fall	into	mak-
ing.	You	see,	I	had	no	expectations	when	I	first	
came	here,	not	even	of	staying	here	for	more	than		
a	few	days.	So,	as	far	as	I	was	concerned,	every-
thing	really	just	fell	out	of	the	sky.	I	didn’t	have		
to	buy	this	land!	I	can	grow	my	own	food,	educate		
my	own	children,	build	my	own	houses.	I	have		
as	much	total	freedom	as	you	could	possibly	
want.	But	if	I	get	into	a	state	of	mind	where	I	am	
concerned	about	planetary	warming,	ecological	
im	pact	and	the	evolution	of	a	community	from	
single-minded	self-sufficiency,	which	is	where		
it	began,	into	the	complexity	of	an	affluent	society,	
which	it	is	increasingly	becoming,	then	of	course	
that	disturbs	my	ability	or	wish	to	still	be	living		
in	a	primal	state.	I	think	what’s	happening	has		
to	happen.	I	try	not	to	pass	judgement	on	it.		
For	me,	daily	life	is	such	an	enjoyable	and	sur-
prising	thing	in	an	environment	that	is	constantly		
waving	opportunities	in	front	of	your	nose.
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“Here is where my work on the progress of human consciousness happens. 
It’s not paradise here! But maybe it’s a place on the way there …[laughs]” Alain

“For us it was like, we will build the city for the Mother. For us the supra-mental was 
 tomorrow. We had great expectations that this new age would come and change all our values, 
our way of thinking and acting. As Mother said, it has to be the cradle of the supra-mind.  
It was utopian because we felt it would happen tomorrow, without even any work on oneself,  
it will happen tomorrow.” Christine



“ We are here to build the new man, not the city.” Wazo



“When I arrived in Pondicherry I asked: ‘You want to build a city? I am an architect. 
I would like to work on that.’ They were a bit surprised but said: ‘Give us a photo of 
yours.’ I gave them a small passport picture. It was shown to the Mother and Mother 
told me that I was accepted to Auroville. I asked if I could work in architecture and 
she told me to work with Roger Anger. So I was the first to start drawing with 
Roger Anger.” André



“The idea is to show that it is possible to build a city of 50,000 and make it  
different. To make a new society, that is the aim of Auroville. Auroville,  
first, is a society where people come and try to discover their inner being.  
And this inner being changes completely your relation to life, your attitude.  
Auroville is the discovery of a new consciousness.” Pierre


