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Matrimandir excavation 40 years ago

On the 14th March, 1971, the excavation began for the foundation of the Matrimandir. Mother sent the following message for the occasion:
La fraternite de la collaboration. L'aspiration vers I'Unité dans Ia joie et la Lumiere. Bénédictions. (The fraternity of collaboratlon The aspira-
tion towards Unity and joy and Light. Blessings.) Here are some Aurovilians' memories of the excavation work.

Alain Grandcolas remembers: this that the Matrimandir had to be built ~ few people came to dig, but very soon, On  Sundays, many  other
here have been two founda-  only by the ‘holy people’, in other  on a daily basis, 20 people would come  Aurovilians would join in. / 4 e ,2 /
tion ceremonies for the  words, the Aurovilians, the Ashramites  from Aspiration and work between 6-8 I remember I kept pestering
Matrimandir. The first and volunteers. a.m., 40 people would work between 8-  Roger to get a drawing so we would A. e p
occurred at dawn on 21st On the first day I came with a 12 and another 20 people in the after-  know how wide and deep the exca- ﬁ"&""""‘ z -
_ February, 1971. At that theodolite and Kalya (the Mother’s noon. The Ashramites would come  vationshould be. Then Nata was put
time, the land on which the greatgrandson)andIlocated the centre  every Saturday night after 10 o’clock  in charge of the construction of bl ellate ot
Matrimandir was to be builthadnot yet ~ of the future Matrimandir. We were  when the Ashram film was over. Two  Matrimandir and he got the same
been purchased. Therefore it was decid-  using the Urn and the Banyan tree and ~ buses would bring them here and they  treatment! Finally, in August, Nata A ttfiratirrn  ra
ed to lay the foundation stone between  doing a triangulation to find out where ~ would work until four or five o’clockin ~ asked Piero to do the drawing.
the Banyan tree and the centre of the  the centre should be. At the beginning  the morning, digging the excavation. =~ When Piero gave it to us we discov- 7 lne e
future Matrimandir. A hole more ) ered that the excavation crater lam G Fois or
than two metres deep was dug and a : . O | 47 Y ) had to be 15 metres deep and 50
sandalwood casket given by The I : bh i metres wide, which was about £ Linz
Mother was placed within it. I'm not ten times bigger than we had
sure that anybody knows what was thought! -
inside the casket. Nolini placed the I made a calculation of how Abits otims
casket, as requested by The Mother, many cubic meters we had exca- ;Z./.__.
and a grey granite stone was placed

vated in the past five months and
above it at ground level to mark its
position. However, after we began
excavating the Matrimandir crater
that stone was covered over by earth
and today nobody knows where the
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February, 1978! This was the date we  going to complete it in time?

how long it would take to excavate ~ Matrimandir as it would have been
the rest. Even if we doubled the num- ~ Mother's 100th birthday and she had
ber of Aurovilians digging, we would  said that for her centenary she would
not finish the excavation by  come to Matrimandir. But how were we

stone and the casket are. had set for the completion of the continued on page 2
We purchased the land for the
Matrimandir construction in early =

March 1971 and digging started on Navoditte remembers:

14th. To begin with, only
Aurovilians did the digging because
the Mother wrote in February 1971
that *“it is preferable that the work be
organised without paid labour so
that it is sure to continue in all cir-

just felt lucky to be digging it.

There was no hubris in this act (that came later). No bickering. No cyn-
icism. Nothing of the mind at all. Lots of laughter. No one complained
that we were not very well organized. No one seemed reluctant to go out
into the mid-day sun for something they thought they might not even
see completed. The pit was simply something that needed to be dug; we

cumstances”. We all understood by Early Aurovilians starting the excavation. N /
¢ Plans for a railway line ® Designing Citadines, ® The Martuvam Healing ¢ A bamboo-reinforced @ From pain to paint:
near Auroville inspiration & Maitreye Forest ' solar house exhibition of art by
@ The Telos workshop: o Labouring for ® The cuctus greenhouse ¢ The Satchidananda leprosy affected people
exploring consciousness Luminosity in the Botunical Gardens Live Food restaurant @ The orchid garden
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HisToRY
Matrimandir excavation 40 years ag

Shraddhavan remembers: S E o o
he foreground of this photo :
‘ shows a young woman
using a mumpti to fill a
wheelbarrow with earth. At
a little distance is a young
man loosening earth with a crowbar, and
in the background is a chain of people
passing chetties full of earth up on to the
lip of the deepening crater.

before breakfast to contribute to the effort. We
were woken up before dawn (I suppose around 5
a.m.) and piled into a jeep and driven through the
dark to the spot just east of the Banyan tree,
where we worked for a couple of hours before
being driven back again for a shower, breakfast,
and the start of the real working day. I did not
really know anything about Matrimandir in
those days — none of the Mother’s talks to Huta
and to Satprem about it had been published at
that time; but the people I knew seemed to think
it was very significant, and it was clear that the
Mother wanted it to happen.

In November, 1971, the digging work was
taken up by local villagers. By February 1972
the crater was complete and there was an amaz-
ing ceremony for the first concreting —a couple
of thousand people stood in line on the rim to put
one stone each into the mixer; under the east pil-
lar was laid a stone on which the Mother had
written the OM sign and ‘Blessings’. After that
there was a series of 24-hour concretings, when
the work went on with the regular workers dur-
ing the daytime, and at night people from all over

Auroville and from the Ashram joined in to carry
on through the night. Those were truly wonderful
and unforgettable occasions.
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man with the crowbar is called Patrice,
and he has come along with me and sev-
eral other people from Aspiration in a
jeep in the early hours of the morning, I
vividly remember the moment when
this photo was taken by Indra Poddar
(whose name I didn't know at the time),
for I did not feel very pleased that some-
one was wandering around with a cam-
era when we were all working so hard —
I didn't realise that he was documenting
something momentous in Auroville’s
history. I don’t think that this photo can have been
taken on the very first day of the digging, which
I'm told was March 14, 1971, for quite a signifi-

Shraddhavan (then called Maggie) and Patrice (foreground) digging the crater
cant amount of earth has already been removed.

I was never a regular Matrimandir worker,
but in those early days, when I had been in

Auroville only four months and was working in
the newly-opened Aspiration School, I did join
other people from Aspiration for an hour or two

Alain Grandcolas (centre in white) measuring the work completed. Piero (top) looks on.

soon there was a hole in the middle of the excava-
tion. But as the number of villagers increased the
ground became flat. Finally, the Aurovilians were

Alain Grandcolas remembers:
contimied from page 1
Through Roger I sent word to The Mother that

started raining every day on the digging work.
Then, one evening, there was a beautiful sunset
and 1 remember Stephen, the

Mali, did not obey. He went down and stood by the
symbol; it was beautiful and was immortalised by a
photograph (see below). Meanwhile,

I
‘ The young woman is myself, not yet
Shraddhavan but still Maggie, the young
I
|

there were three possibilities to speed up the exca-
vation work. One would be to use a big excavating
machine from Neyveli Lignite. With this machine
working day and night the rest of the excavation
would take 10 days. Another option would be to

- use a smaller JCB earthmover, and that would do

the job in three months. A third option, which I
mentioned reluctantly, almost in passing, was to
employ villagers. I calculated they could complete
the work in six months and it would be more
expensive. When Mother said, “You work with
the villagers, it will give them work,” we were
shocked since we did not want any “paid labour’.
We all said no, that’s not possible. We thought that
Mother had been influenced by Roger.

Finally, Ramanathan and I started studying the
possibility of working with the villagers. I recon-
ciled myself to this option because I told myself
they’re just removing earth, they’re not building
the Matrimandir. Ramanathan organized two
teams of 20 people each from Kottakarai and I
shifted from Pondicherry to the Matrimandir
Workers Camp to organise the work. On 5th
November, 1971, the villagers began the excava-
tion of 20,000 cubic metres of soil.

At first, almost all the Aurovilians were
against this option. They told me, if you bring the
villagers we will stop coming to dig. But I contin-
ued, helped in the organization of the villagers'
work by two other Aurovilians, Gérard Maréchal
and Olivier (later known as Subir). For the first
five days after the villagers began work no
Aurovilians came to dig. Then, after one week, the
first Aurovilian came back and resumed digging. It
was Larry. After daily discussions with other
Aurovilians, we came to an agreement that the
centre of the excavation, a three metre diameter
circle where the Mother’s symbol would be in
future, would be dug only by the Aurovilians. All
the rest would be dug by the villagers.

So then the Aurovilians from Aspiration began
coming again in the morning to dig only in this
small place. At the beginning they dug quickly and
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on a column about 50 centimetres higher than the
rest because the villagers around them were digging
so much quicker! Soon the Aurovilians stopped
coming altogether.

By now we had increased the size of the work-
force from 40 up to 464, almost all of them drawn
from the neighbouring villages. Each team had one
team leader and 19 others and each team was given
one section to excavate. The excavation was divid-
ed into 24 sections, and every Friday evening we
measured how deep each section was. The villagers
were paid according to the cubic meters of soil that
they had excavated during the week.

One day, it was the 5th December, Gérard,
Olivier and I were eating breakfast after we had
given out the tools and allocated the work when,
suddenly, we heard a big noise coming from the
excavation crater. We ran
over and saw that in the crater
most of the workers were
fighting. A worker from one
team had stolen a well-sharp-
ened crowbar from another
team. I went down and I told
them that this is a place for a
‘kovil’, a temple, so if you
want to fight you have to go
and fight elsewhere. And
that’s what they did. In a
moment, I was on my own in
the crater, and, looking up, I
could see everybody running
and fighting around the
perimeter above me! I clearly
remember Gérard protecting
with his body one badly beat-
en worker who was lying on
the ground.

Later we came to know
that this was the day on
which India had declared war
on what was then East
Pakistan. From that date, it

Aurovilian who was pumping out
the water every morning, saying that
now the rain would stop. The next
day it stopped and it was on this day
that the armistice in East Pakistan
was declared. Interesting, no?

The villagers started excavating
on 5th November. The excavation
was finished by the beginning of
February, 1972. On 21st February we
held a ceremony to mark the begin-
ning of the concreting for the founda-
tion of the Matrimandir. We wanted
to do something that had some nobil-

ity so we didn't want anybody to be
down in the excavation itself: everybody would be
standing around the perimeter. But one Aurovilian,

The Foundation Stone  the

the Aurovilians and Ashramites
above filed by a cement mixer, and
each put a pebble in the mixer.

Some time earlier, when we
were digging the crater, we had
unexpectedly found one fossilized
piece of wood. T took it and was
using it to block the door of my hut
in the Matrimandir Workers' Camp
against the wind. For this ceremony I
rather reluctantly gave it to Mother
who was asking for a stone. She
wrote upon it “21.2.72” along with
symbol for AUM and
“Blessings”. It was placed under the

future east pillar of Matrimandir,

From an interview by Alan

February 21, 1972: Ceremony in the crater to mark the beginning of the concreting for the foundation of
the Matrimandir. Mali stands to the left of the integrated symbols of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother.

SIAIHOYY ITNAOHNY ASTLENOD OLOHd



| PLANNING THE CITY

New rail link planned near Auroville

’Avenir, Auroville’s town planning

group, and Prashant have met twice

recently with representatives of the

Indian railways. The topic is a planned

new rail link between Chennai and
Cuddalore which could pass in the vicinity of
Auroville. The northern part of the new line seems
to have been decided upon. It will begin at Chennai
Egmore and up to Chengelpet it will be the main
Chennai-Trichy line. A new line will be constructed
from Chengelpet to Mahabalipuram after which it
will take the coastal route to Koonimedu, near
Marakkanam. However, there are two possible
routes for the stretch between Koonimedu and JIP-
MER and on to Pondicherry.

One proposed route would initially take it south.
It would pass behind the Pondicherry University cam-
pus, skirt the eastern edge of Auroville’s greenbelt
before curving west towards JIPMER. The other
route would see it pass through Kalapet before arcing
to the west of Auroville through Sedarapet and on to
JIPMER (see map).

The eastern of these two routes would clearly disad-
vantage Auroville much more. As the line will be elevat-
ed three and a half metres, it would cut easy access to the
East Coast Road and the sea as well as bringing noise
and disruption to the very edge of the greenbelt.

Prashant reports that before his last meeting with
the railway authorities, they were actually favouring
this route. However, he presented a number of argu-
ments which may cause them to reconsider. Firstly, as
the railways make their profits on goods traffic rather
than passengers, the westward route makes more
sense as a station would be situated at Sedarapet
industrial estate and the Mettupalayam industrial
estate would also be within easy reach. Secondly, the
railways would like to serve the maximum number of
people and, according to population data, this route
would serve far more people than the easterly route.
Thirdly, land acquisition would be easier for the west-
ern route as there are fewer landowners and larger
plots of land in that area. The land prices are also
cheaper here than those closer to the coast.

Another reason why the railway authorities were
originally favouring the eastern route is because it is
shorter and therefore cheaper to construct: it costs
approximately 15 crores to construct one kilometre of
rail. However, the western route is only 1.2 kilometres
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longer, and the increased cost would be partially offset
by the lower price of the land on this alignment.

How did the railway authorities respond to these
arguments? Prashant believes they are more receptive
now to the western route, particularly because of its
proximity to industrial estates. He also reports that
they want to work with Auroville to find the best
route. In fact, they had already surveyed land in some
of Auroville’s forests and found them beautiful, so
they didn’t want to cut them for the new line.

So what happens next? The railway authorities
have invited Auroville to submit a note explaining our
concerns and why we favour the western route. This
will help them in writing the Detailed Project Report
(DPR) which will be sent to the Railway Board in
Delhi. The Board will then make a decision which has
to be endorsed by the Cabinet Committee on Economic
Affairs, headed by the Prime Minister. Whichever

Two possible tracks for the proposed Pondicherry — Chennai rail link around and through Auroville

option is approved will then be referred to the Planning
Commission, which will allocate the funds.

All this will take at least 18 months. Only then will
the process of land procurement begin, and nobody
knows how long that could take. Once this is complet-
ed, there will be a call for tenders and only then will
construction begin. It is expected that this 180 kilome-
tres line will take three to four years to construct.

Originally, there was talk of there being a high-
speed line, but that discussion is still at the Railway
Board level. One reason this is not happening as yet is
the astronomical cost of such a line (almost 200 crores
a kilometre). However, the line being planned will
transport passengers from Pondicherry to central
Chennai in about two and a half hours: it will be faster,
safer, comfortable, earth-friendly and much cheaper
than going by taxi.

SPIRITUALITY WORKSHOP

Exploring states of consciousness in the Telos workshop

Telos, based on Sri Aurobindo and Mother’s teachings, is an approach to making Integral Yoga accessible and
experiential in everyday life. After two years of extensive studies, on 6th of March Manoj and Arul offered a one-

day workshop in Vérité’s Integral Learning Centre to introduce their method.

e will keep
‘ ‘ silence as
much as
possible
throughout

the workshop,” began Manoj. 18

" Aurovilians had grouped in a semi-circle
around Manoj and Arul while the Om
Namo Bhagavagate mantra played like
an imperceptible heart-beat in the back-
ground.

Manoj then explained how the
Silent Zone, a silent, relaxed yet a high-
ly-alert state of mind, is an essential con-
dition required to explore the finer
movements of consciousness. We
entered this state with a very simple
exercise where we extended the listen-
ing to the furthest point while being fully

guage the body understands is the
language of repetition, and it is for
this reason advertisements are
mindlessly repeated. To change a
habit or to establish a new habit it
is necessary to address physical
consciousness and this requires
repeating an act a large number of
times till the new pattern is
imprinted in the physical con-
sciousness,” explained Manoj.

We explored each of the six
instrumental layers of conscious-
ness through direct experience
with various physical exercises.
We enacted states of fear, repul-
sion, desire, anger, hatred, power,
SOITOW, pain,
depending on the state of con-

love and joy

waste a lot of effort. Or when our
E mind is clouded and we are lost in
| © analysis and never get into action.”
We further explored methods of
how to transform problems related to
5 each state of consciousness by fol-
% lowing  simple  psychological
£ processes guided by Arul. Every
|| © process involved consecration in
attunement with the inner guide and
time for assimilation and note taking.
The seventh state is referred as
the Spiritual one where illumination,
intuition, and knowledge by identity
can flourish and through guided
process we explored what it means to
open upward from above the head
and enter into a receptive silence.
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“The seven states of conscious-

aware of our body sitting on the chair.
The process expanded into inclusion of
seeing with surround vision and within
minutes we felt a deep silence and peace
settling in.

Moving deeply into silence we then
started our journey of exploring various
states of consciousness beginning with
the physical consciousness. We gently
moved out of our chairs by exaggerating
the heaviness of our body and feeling the
inertia and gravity of matter and heavi-
ness of Tamas. “As if we are dragging
ourselves out of bed in the early mom-
ing,” said Manoj guiding the process. As
we did these movements and continued
the exploration he instructed. “Now start
to inhale and stretch, then notice the dif-
ference.” We moved from a dull inert
state of physical consciousness to an
awakened stability of physical con-
sciousness by stretching the body fully
and breathing through the whole body.

“Habits become imprinted in our
physical consciousness and the only lan-

sciousness we were exploring and
were surprised by the rapidity of the
bodily and emotional changes and how
they are connected to various centres in
the body and their corresponding con-
sciousness.

Exploration of each state through
body movements was followed by a
questionnaire where we could assess each
state. It was often very revealing and
directly illuminated our weaknesses in a
particular area. “Once you know which
state is inadequately developed you know
what to work on,” pointed out Manoj.

The Lower Vital occupies itself with
sensual pleasure, desire and fear. A table
of various foods and objects were spread
out and we were invited to be aware of
our reactions to them from the basis of a
silent mind. The rising of greed, disgust
and criticism were very easy to see.

The Central Vital is the seat of
power, passion, expansion, achieve-
ments and challenges. When we had
ticked: “When challenged I prefer to

Manoj

draw into myself” or ‘It is difficult for
me to work in a team,’ this was a defi-
ciency that may need some attention.
After lunch we also saw how the inertia
of the Physical Consciousness was set-
tling in and how one can bring in the
dynamism of Central Vital to wipe out
the intertia.

The Higher Vital is the seat of love,
relationships and emotional sensitivity.
Simple group exercises gave us freedom
to express and receive warmth and some
of the group became very emotional
when something was touched or
released in them.

The Externalising Mind dominates
sense-bound knowledge, communica-
tion and practicality. “Modern man suf-
fers from an excess of this,” Manoj
pointed out.

Thinking and Dynamic Mind gives
us vision, will and philosophical knowl-
edge. An imbalance shows up when we
act before we understand a problem and

ness are like Krishna’s flute where all
seven stops need to be clear and open,”
said Manoj. “If one is blocked the music
of the soul cannot flow freely.”

Our last exercise, the invocation of
the psychic being, the inner guide in us,
had some of us almost in tears. During
the process we walked slowly around
the room holding small lighted candles
in our hands and offered them to the
soul, the psychic being, of the person
who happened to be in front of us. It
was a very moving experience.

Manoj told us that ‘Telos” was a
Greek word meaning ‘the study of pur-
pose’ and the course was based on
Mother and Sri Aurobindo’s teachings,
especially in Letters on Yoga. It was a
course he and his friend, Arul Dev had
developed to make Integral Yoga easily
accessible and practical for our everyday
life. They had given the first course in
Chennai and this was their first offering
in Auroville.

Dianna

ANVHSVYd ‘dvIN

In brief

Happy birthdays!

The Working Committee sent
gifts to Governing Board chair-
man Dr. Karan Singh and to
member Ajoy Bagchi, who both
were celebrating their 80th birth-
days on March 10, in token of
appreciation and gratitude for
their work done for Auroville.

Born at the right
time

A 25-minute documentation
showing glimpses of Auroville,
made by Doris and Francis, can
be seen at http://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=gmpvHuxNBiw

Auronet

A 'Pulse’ question has been put
on Auronet regarding the quality
of the discussion on the forum,
after the Auroville Council sug-
gested that the discussion sector
be shifted from the home page.
Results will be published.

Unacceptable
behaviour

The Auroville Council has stated
that whoever purchases land in
his/her own name in the
Auroville Master Plan area or
tries to sell his or her house in
Auroville goes against the basic
principles of Auroville. The
Council also stated that going to
Indian and foreign authorities to
air  personal grudges or
denounce other Aurovilians is
unacceptable behaviour and
places the person who does so
out of bounds.

Land sales

The Funds and  Assets
Management Committee has
proposed that 50% of the pro-
ceeds of the sale of outlying and
“unused Tands outside the Master
Plan area will be used for the
purchase of land within the City
or Greenbelt area, 30% for the
creation of new housing and
housing infrastructure and 20%
for the creation of infrastructure
which promotes and support
Auroville's commercial and
service activities.

Accessible Auroville
A two-day workshop on how
Auroville can be made accessible
to all, including differently-abled
people, was conducted at the
beginning of March by the
Samarthyan organisation from
New Delhi. The workshop
addressed issues such as the
principles of Universal Design
and strategies for implementing
accessibility codes and guidelines
for Auroville.

Auroville Archives

appeal
The Auroville archives is video-
recording  Aurovilians  who

describe what they have lived
through and contributed to
Auroville. So far, about 200
Aurovilians have participated
and the Archives appeal for more
people to join in. The records will
be made available to future
research scholars to study the
growth of Auroville as a Living
Laboratory of Human Unity.

Land purchase

The land purchase appeal made
in the birthday week (February
21-28) resulted in a total dona-
tion of Rs 5,80,000.

Early Auroville

Thirty-six photos made by
Walter in the period 1970-1975
showing the early Aspiration
community and Kuilapalayam
have been posted at http://aspi-
ration.auroville.com/walter.html
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Designing Citadines, Inspiration and Maitreye

34, Sonali Phadishasan  /~
impressive  list  of
Auroville projects to her
credit. They include the
three apartment build-

ings of Citadines and Inspiration, the housing
complex Maitreye and, as co-architect, the
community of Creativity and the Mitra
Youth Hostel. “I came to Auroville in 1999,
fresh from Pune University,” she says. “For
five years I worked as an assistant-architect.
It not only taught me the ropes but I also
learned about the infricacies of Auroville, its
social fabric, how relationships work, and the
way the community functions.” Those years
gave her the solid background to start, in
2008, her own unit ‘Metamorphosis’, a name
that hints at her own personal growth.

~

Citadines, Inspiration and
Maitreye: apartments and
houses for over 100 people

The two apartment buildings of Citadines,
one with ground floor plus three storeys and
the other with four storeys and an elevator,
provides 30 apartments for about 50 people
and an additional 1,300 square metres for
common activities, such as an art centre and
a collective dining room and kitchen. The
Inspiration apartment building, with a
ground floor and two storeys, hold 13 apart-
ments for about 20 people and has 250
square metres common space. Maitreye has
17 residences for approximately 35 persons,
with separate common spaces for parking

and laundry.

One of the Citadines apartments

The three recent housing projects show
Sonali’s maturation. The parameters for the
Citadines and Inspiration apartment buildings
were set by Roger Anger. There had to be a
minimum of 10 square meters per person for
common facilities, which were to be located on
the ground level; and all apartments were to be
situated on the upper floors. “This was no prob-
lem at Citadines, where the ground floors of
both buildings are used for common facilities.
But in Inspiration we wanted to include differ-
ently-abled people. For them, we created apart-
ments on an elevated ground floor, with a ramp
access as there was no money for an elevator,”
says Sonali.

The main difficulty in designing apartment
buildings for Auroville is to balance the require-
ment of privacy with density. “In Indian cities,
apartment buildings are often situated closely
together. They have glass windows and use air-
conditioning. But neither are suitable or afford-
able in Auroville. So we have to design in such a
way that sound pollution is prevented and there is
still maximum cross-ventilation. For these rea-
sons both Citadines and Inspiration occupy a
substantial area of land.”

The apartments in the Citadines buildings are
arranged around common staircases, while the
Inspiration apartments are located in four differ-
ent building blocks that are inter-connected
through elevated pathways. “The design gives
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privacy to each apartment while keeping the feel-
ing of ‘one family,” says Sonali. “The long and
narrow form of Inspiration allows for cross-ven-
tilation in all apartments.”

“In a way, Citadines, though larger, was the
easier project,” says Sonali. “My role was
restricted to being the architect and providing the
drawings. Others would take care of the execu-
tion and supervision. But in Inspiration and
Maitreye, I was much more involved. I had to be
there at each and every step, do all the peripheral
jobs and do extensive building supervision.”

Inspiration, moreover, was funded by a grant
of the Government of India. This brought some
special problems. “These types of grants are
based on normal situations in Indian cities,” she
explains. “There, you just connect a new build-
ing to the existing infrastructure. But in
Auroville most of that infrastructure has to be
created. The water supply for Citadines and
Inspiration, for example, had to come from the
well at Ilaignarkal; we had to build our own
wastewater treatment plant and make access
roads and pathways. Those additional costs are
shared by all apartments, and that increases the
square metre price beyond what is ‘normal’ for
the government.”

Is she satisfied with these buildings? “I like
what T did,” she says. “Both Citadines and
Inspiration have a very nice balance of propor-
tions and I like the apartment spaces.” Yet, she
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says, designing and building Maitreye was more
fun. “It is more close to my heart — perhaps
because I am going to live there, but probably
because I feel that this housing project is more
suitable to Auroville.”

This view, she admits, is not shared by all in
Auroville. “There is an ongoing debate that
detached houses are not the answer to
Auroville’s housing needs and that we should
concentrate on high-rise buildings. I think
Auroville should have both. High-rise apart-
ments can be very interesting and comfortable,
and there should be areas in Auroville, like the
Habitat Area behind the Town Hall, where this
option can be fully explored. But there are also
areas in Auroville where detached houses can be
built. Maitreye is located where the city borders
the greenbelt. That gave rise to its suburban char-
acter and this is in conformity with the Master
Plan.” She adds that feedback from others, par-
ticularly non-architect Aurovilians, has been
enthusiastic — “Maitreye doesn’t overpower you!’
— and she has been asked to design the next phase
of Maitreye in the same way. “There are many
takers for these types of houses,” she says.

The slightly scattered lay-out of Maitreye has
its advantages and disadvantages. “Infrastructure
is a bit costlier,” she says. “But when we did the
final cost comparison between an apartment in
Inspiration and a high-quality apartment in
Maitreye, we found that they came to about the
same at around Rs 15,000 per square metre built-
up area.”

Maitreye’s philosophy was to create afford-
able housing so that people who have little
means could still enjoy comfortable living

“spaces. But this should not mean ‘low-cost hous-

ing,” because Auroville’s has experienced that
today’s low-cost is tomorrow’s high-mainte-
nance. “We refused to compromise on the fun-
damental elements that affect the lifetime of the
houses,” says Sonali. “We used natural building
materials, such as stone foundations, instead of
reinforced concrete beams. We also introduced
some innovations: we used exposed hollow
bricks for the walls and terracotta hollow blocks
for the roofs. They have optimal strength and

In our May 2009 issue #243, Auroville Today
reported on the start of five collective
housing projects, three in the Residential
Zone - Arati lll, Realization and Luminosity
— and two - Citadines and Inspiration
(earlier called Joy) - in the City Centre. We
alsomentioned plans to start two new com-
munities, Swayam and Determination, and
to extend the communities of Surrender,
Sailam, Progress, Prarthna, Courage and
Sukhavati.

Now almost two years later, Citadines, In-
spiration, Luminosity and part of Maitreye
phase 1 have been completed or almost
so. Construction work on some units of Re-
alization and the second Arati Il building
is still going on. Work on Swayam commu-
nity has started as have the extensions of

-

planning office how to shape the next phase:
whether to do a similar layout or go for higher
density,” she says. She is, however, concerned
about the spiralling prices of building materials.
“In the last two years the prices have gone up
tremendously, and we won’t be able anymore to
build the same houses for the same price. If we
want to minimize costs, we have to think about
new building materials. But there is not much
research being done in this area and Alok
Mallick’s example of a house built with bamboo-
reinforced mud has not yet found followers.”

She smiles. “Auroville architects have a ten-

dency towards a fixed mind-set and are often not
willing to open up to the ideas of others. We all
tend to work in isolation, sometimes with a few
trainees, which is not healthy. We need to share
more. Everywhere else in the world architects
work in teams, where each benefits from the
input of the others. That sharing I miss in
Auroville. I don’t mean that we should be work-
ing on the same design, but that architects should
be open to receiving feedback on their concepts
in order to improve the work.”
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Top: Part of the Inspiration apartment building
Left: two buildings at Maitreye

provide thermal and sound insulation, to mini-
mize sound travelling from top to bottom.”
Working with these materials was a challenge
for the masons. “We showed them videos to
teach them how to use the bricks.” Sound pollu-
tion between the individual houses is minimised
by locating all buildings at slightly different
angles from each other, so that sound doesn’t
bounce. “But in Maitreye as well as elsewhere,
you have to be aware of the others. You can’t
blast your TV,” says Sonali. She also mentions
that the design incorporates lateral support struc-
tures to make them earthquake-resistant.

Now that the first ten apartments of Maitreye
are finished, Sonali is working on the next phase
of seven houses. “We will have to see with the

A new experience for Sonali is designing an

institutional building: the office of the Sri
Aurobindo International Institute of Educational
Research (SAIIER), Auroville’s educational
umbrella organisation, next to the Auroville
Foundation office. “This is a nice challenge, even
though I am restricted in my design as I have to
follow the architectural lines of the Town Hall
and Foundation Office.” Does she prefer doing
residential architecture? “Certainly not! I would
love to design a large institutional building.
Savitri Bhavan, the Unity Pavilion, the Auroville
Schools, they all are my favourites. I hope it will
be a matter of time before I am asked to take up
that challenge.”

In conversation with Carel

P

The Maitreye housing project
Maitreye provided three qualities of finishing, from minimal to maximum, in accordance
with the requirements and financial means of the residents. A single house with a built up
area of 62 square meters and basic finishing ranges costs Rs 6,76,000, while a family house
with two bedrooms of 86 square meters built up area with high quality finishing costs Rs
12,39,000. The prices include the provision of collective spaces for parking and laundry and
an underground rainwater harvesting system, but exclude rooftop solar water heaters.
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