Mirambika New Delhi

Many issues facing architectural design today are explored in this ongoing project — an educational research
and teacher training centre along with its attached school. The Mirambika Research Centre for Integral
Education and Human Values of the Sri Aurobindo Education Soctety, Delhi, is set up with the
specific aim to develop ‘free progress’ education based on Sri Aurobindo’s vision of an on-
going evolution of consciousness. The school practises the concept of learning by

participation in a competition-free environment.

In order to retain the flavour of the different minds at work in thinking out the building, this
article has been put together as a sort of indirect dialogue between the two authors,
representing two people who were closely involved with the building — a recapitulation
of the evolution till completion of the first phase of Mirambika,

Photos Sanjay Prakash

Free Progress and Participation

Matthijs The basicaimis, to usea phrase
from 5ri Aurobindo, tolay ‘abridge twixt
heavenand earth’. Ineducational terms this
means that we focusona very systematic de-
velopment of all the faculties of the outer
nature, butlook at them as instruments for
theinner nature, the soul, if we may use the
word. Inresearch it means that we do make
use of the latest developments in methodol-
ogy, psychology, and education. But we ex-
tend the scope of our research effort to the
much profounder insights into the aim of
humanlife and the workingsand possibilities
of human nature which we find in the work of
5ri Aurobindoand theancientIndian
tradition.

In the small pilot school the concept of
integration hasled to the abolishing of fixed-
period subject teaching. Instead, learning
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Theentrance courtyard

takes placeinintegrated projects which the
children generally choose, plan, executeand
evaluate themselves in a kind of informal
interaction with theirteachers. It has alsoled
toacloseintegration of the teachertraining
wing with the children’s wing. Most of the
training of teachers takes placein the form of
akind of apprenticeship between moreand
less experienced teachers.

Samjay The concept of participation hasbeen
extended to the designing of the structure
itself with the professionals acting as guides.
Atthephysical level, and in keeping with the
nature of the institution, an attempt has been
madeto design a structure which allows for
user flexibility; both in terms of multiple use
of space, as well as in terms of implementing

physical changes to thelayout. Thisis, of
course, thekind of option that every buyer of
commercial spacealso gets, butin this case
the design concepts, details, evaluationand
execution also originated from the users, and
the spaces are notas featureless as the typical
saleable office halls in commercial centres —
quite the contrary. Further, thebuilding is
planned ina mannerthat construction can
proceed continuously even as portions that
areready aremoved into.

The Origin of the Design

Matthijs The present design of Mirambika
originated during a visitto Kashmirin the
summer of 1980. At the source of the Jhelum,
Jehangir had erected a beautiful structure
guiding the water througha crystal clear
octagonal pond, lined by bath housesand
somerooms for pilgrims to spend the nightin.
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Photo courtesy Mirambika

Old Mirambika :a temporary classroom in the
formof the Ashram symbol.

Irealized thatatleast part of the enchantment
of this place wasdueto the almostmagical
harmonybetween the strict mathematical
symmetry of themanmade structureand the
rugged profileof themountainsaround. The
TajMahalhasa kind of unearthl v perfection,
butitalways gives me the feeling of floating a
few feetabove the ground. From its enclosed
fairy garden one getsa shock if one looks out
overtheriverto thedilapidated environment
ithastocontend with. But here wasawon-
derful harmony between rough, unta mpered
nature,and arigorous, symmetrical design.

Next winter we desi gned and built, to-
getherwith the children, ane of the temporary
classrooms of Mirambika in the form of the
Ashramsymbol. Thealmost round classroom
was perfect for larger gatherings, but did not
haveenough enclosed corners with the inti-
macy needed for project work with small chil-
dren, However, it gaveusthecoura getoin-
sistona mandala-like layout forMirambika’s
permanent building.

Sanjay By theend of ‘82 Mirambika was
quiteeffectively functioning outof a clusterof
such ‘temporary’ classrooms, designed and
builtbya variety of pcople,

Matthijs Inthe beginning of ‘83, werealized
that we necded professional help with the da-
sign. A three-day workshop was convened
withthe Germanarchitect, Helmut Schmidt
(now practising in Auroville),and an engi-
neering student from the Indian Institute of
Technology, Delhi, Aromar Revi, whomwe
knew from theatre classes he had conducted
attheschool. Aromar [aterintroduced Sanjay,
whose firm, Studio Plus, coordinated the
architectural work. Weall brought invery dif-
ferent sets of ideas and bits of expertiseand
started off with often dia metrically opposite
design concepts. Helmut had worked with
FreiOttoand brought the conceptofa
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continuous grid and of fixed and flexible
zones from hisexperience with high-rise
officebuildings. Sanjay had mainly worked
onencrgy conserving buildings and systems
design; and Aromarbrought, if I remember
well, mainly alotof ideas on the natural envi-
ronmentand the gardens.Icame with my
longlistof demands.

Sanjay Thebrief contained, hesides a de-
tailed list of area requirements, sentences like:

‘Wehavetodesign a framework that is
atonce definite enough to be submitted and
built,and at the same timc flexible enou ghio
beadapted to futurechanges in conscious-
ness, purposcand usage’;

‘Weshould useas faras possible, natural
and honest materials’;

‘Asawholethereshould beacontin-
uous integrationof vegetationand
structure.... (and). ...subtle transitions
from space to space in harmony with their
func tions”;

“From every wark-space some portion of
thesky and some vegetation should be vis-
ible, butatherwise no two rooms necd be the
same: the harmony should stem from a unity
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Theinitial space-filling grid with each side of
7.2m. The hatched portion shuws the covered
spaces leaving 12 small and 1 large courtyard.

instyleand atmosphere and not from
uniformity”.

Matthijs On the last cvening of the work-
shop, Helmut came up with themasteridea
which seemed tofitall our requirements. This
consisted of a grid of squaresand equilateral
trianglesinaspacefilling tessellation, a
subset of which wasused for the built-up
areas. When he left next morning for Pondich-
erTy toset out the first conceptual drawings,
wewereall sure that this wasitand thatit
would work out fine. In fact, we were so sure
aboutitthat fromthat first sketch (of 1: -500
scale) welmmediately set out the corner
pointsof the building on site, and even befare
any further details had been worked out, tree
planting around the building — or rather, the
void wherethebuildingwastobe— had
started.

Sanjay Many people ask me nowif the proc-
ess wasinspired by the writings of Christo-
pher Alexander, Habraken, or Christopher
Jones. ThoughI'had notstarted rea ding these
authorsatthattime, I cansayin retrospect
thatwhat wewere doing was applyinga
generative process, a simpleone, to formulate
adesignthat would berelatively inflexible
and repetitive at onescalein order to allow
variation and flexibility atanctherscale. I
have cometobelieve mare and more that,
projects like Nrityagramno twithstanding, the
only way to getidiosyncrasy and varietyin
designistouseastrong (but maybe invisible)
systemtotieit together.

Interms of my personal inspiration at
thattinie, [ canonly recallasa mentalmodel
the Golconde Hostel of Antonin Raymond at
Pandicherry (1936-48) (which Thad visited as
achild), withits harmonious lines, horizontal
stress, and feeling of serenity. Buteven this
(because Thad no plans and obtaineda photo-
graphonly in 1986), was no more thana
childhood image of a certain type of quality of
space thatI would have wished to emulate. It
isnotevenimportant, seeing that our clients
and many collcagues have contributed
equallyin the generationofthe space.

Matthijs Actually, thoughwe're comparing
notes onthis only now, wehad Golcandein
ourmindsas well! A firsi sct of sketches was
madewhilelstayed at Golconde. One of
these elevations actually looks amazingly
closetothe finaldesign.

Sanjay Anyway, most of the peopleatthe
Ashram were happy that thelayout provided
twelvecourtyards, each of which would be
rendered differently. (Actually, sincetwo of
thespaces werelarge halls, thereare only ten
courtyards.)Seeing their enthusiasm, we
insisted thattheinitialideaofhavinga
straight open staircase in each court be
abandoned in the interests of openness and
easeof planning the courts.



Theusers had theirnames for various
areasand courtyard groups, based an the
Mother’s enumeration of human virtues such
as Courage, Aspiration, and thelike. These
weretoo difficult forus ‘outsiders’ toremem-
ber, soseeing the 12 part clock-likelayoutof
thebuilding, we started usinga shorthand
convention, naming such courtyards accord-
ing tothe clack position, with 12 o’clock
standing’for the courtyard on the norih (as yet
notbuilt) position.

Development of Design

Matthijs Atan early stage of the conceptual
design we madeablock model. Asthe grid
contains only twoelements,asquarcand a
triangle, it was easy tomakea large number
of each and pickup asmany as represented
thetotal floorarea of our designbrief. To-
gether with some of the teachers and even
some casual visitors we spenta few cosy eve-
nings onthe carpet of the Ashram meditation
hall, trying out various possiblecombinations
of different floor heights. Thissimple exercise
led to a number of major decisions. Besides
thebasic massing of the design, itresulted in
detailed guidelinesasto where the terraces
should come, and how'they should be deline-
ated. It made us avoid all 60Por even 90°
angles anywhereon the outsideof the build-
ing. [timposed onusthe necessity to stress
the horizontal linesinall the facades. This, in
turn, led to theacceptance of continuous
plantersonall the floors, all around the
building (altogether some2 km of them). The
woodenblocksarestillused regularly in the
school whenevera mapping or modelling
projectistakenup.

Sanjay This exercise also confirmed that the
total covered area would be some 9,000 sqm.
Afterthis, we were very happy tosee some
committed Mirambika people, mainly under
Matthijs’s guidance, preparea 1:100 scale
model of the structure with transparent win-
dowsand allinternal walls. Thisactivity
acted asa vehicle for collaboration between
various people designing the building. Since
thebuilding is sotransparent, there wasno
need tolift the roofs to see what was happen-
inginside. This helped all the participantsin
clarifying their mindsregarding thespaces,
their proportions and relationships. Thick
plywood cut-outsrepresented the RCslab,
rib, and beam system; 6 mm diameter GI
wires punched through these represented the
columns, whileopaque and transparent
perspexsheetsrepresented the corresponding
partitioning surfacesinsideand onthe facade.
Themodel wasmade by the ashramites
evenas we simultanecusly drew the Corpora-
tiondrawings,and then submitted them for
the municipal sanctions. To my mind, the
model, made by amateurs (buta good one
nevertheless), represented the whole process
of the building itself, but the sanctioning
authorities did notfind this acceptable.

The variety of spaces and details abtained within the grid can be seen in the ground floor plan.

The Sacred and the Profzane

Matthijs While almostall visitors are some-
how enchanted by the beautyand transpar-
ency of thebuilding, many professional
architects who ot invelved with Mirambika’s
designreacted in the firstinstance withasort
of emotional revolt againstthe symbolic
natureofthelayout, and especially against
thestrictsymmetry. Infact, the Urban Art
Commission received the proposal witha
ratherembarrassing torrent of protest.

Ithink thisinitial negativereactionof
many professionalshas to dowiththedeep
chasm between thesacred and the profane
whichistypical for our times. Temples have
always beenbased on symbolsand are built
toevokeamoed of contemplationand
devotion. But wesomehow acceptan
environment for workingand living asone
which breathes arbitrarinessandlack of direc-
tion.

Sanjay The entire projectalmost died in ges-
tation, taking as many as twenty-five months
andalargenumber of revisions before getting
the ned of official approval. T must honestly
state that the revised form in which the
building was sanctioned (and waseven
complimented by the Commission), being
much moresymmetrical in its room layouts
and massing, represented a departure from
theideas that westarted with of using the

grid strictly asa generating system while
being free todispose internal spaces as
required and conceived by various users. In
this respect, some of the functionalrelation-
shipsintheapproved designare poorerthan
the onebuiltupinitially, and the participation
of theusersinlaying out the spaces within
the grid has been reduced in effectiveness.
Also, by implication, the elevation builtup
cannot legally be altered in the future asinter-
nal walls change, and thisaddsa very diffi-
cultconstraint to the user flexibility provided
intheinitial design.

The Structural Grid

Sanjay Helmutdivided thestandard grid
length of 7.2 m into six equal parts, whichat
firstseemed a good approach (1.2 munits to
plan specificelements), implying clear coffer
dimensionsof alitile over one metre. But this
meantover-sizing both corridorand door
widths to mare than 2 m. Therefore, we tried
outthe subdivision of eightparts, giving a
nominal planning dimensionof 0.9mand
finally a clear planning dimension of 0.84m.
Twosuchbays (less wall thickness) cameto a
little over 1.5m, required both for corridors as
well as doars. Three such bays (less wall
thickness) offered us our minimum2.45m
wideroom forindividual study or office. And
soon. 5o while the design changed, the
overall grid remained the same.
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Theplanning grid explaining where the system
would allow partition placements, The users
oceasionallyworked on such sketches to indicate
their preferencein the layout of spaces.

Matthijs A disadvantage of dividing the
72mgridintocight partsisthatsix windows
inarow arestill more or lessacceptable,
while eightbegins to look likean amorphous
row. Thiswasone rcasontobreak the grid
slightly inthe final window design. Forall
other purposes, the0.84 m grid haswarked
fine. Even furnitureis designed in multiples
of 1.84dmandinl.5times0.84=126m.

As farassubdividing thetriangle was
concerned, this passed throughmany
iterations and settled downto threeribs
scgmenting the main7.2m-sided triangle to4
congruentiriangles.

Sanjay Atthisstagewebroughtin asmall
team of young engineers to structurally ‘opti-
mize’ the grid. Would coffers be economical?
Orribs? Or flat slabs? l am afraid this exercise
didn’twork very well, primarily because the
‘science’ of thestructural engineerisnotas
deterministicasitmightseem to the outsider.
But wedid conclude that, despite the very
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" Aportionof the eiling plan with the structura 1
§ridand theelectrical network. Both grids

determine the flexibility and variation that is
possibleinwall configurations.
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highdegreeof repetition implied in the struc-
ture, we would use 718ifu construction with
shuttering that would be repeated aslongas it
would last, in preference to themore
cumbersome precast sectionslifted in place
by mechanicalmeans,

Matthijs We weremore arless forced by the
bye-lawsintoa permanent structure which
implied concreteslabs and beams. To retainat
leasta memory ofthe more human woaden
structurethat Mirambika had started in, we
madea roughwoaden shutterin &, which
Ieaves the textureof the wood embossed in
the concrete. Heavy reuseof the same wood
alsogives us the "honesty’ of exposed con-
crete al moreorless the cost of second-class
steel shuilering. The rough texture adds some
warmthand naturalnesstothis atherwise
harshmaterial.

Sanjay lam guilty of commissioninga futile
structural study for the system. How much
costeould wesaveby introducinga column
atthe midpoints of a1l external faces, so thata
one-way spanof 3.6 m would be formed? The
result, now buried beneathmany pa pers, was
areduction of RC cost by 10% t015%, by no
means unsubstantial. But we knew that the
gridand its openness would be the victim of
thiscostsavingalternative. In fact, in
retrospect, [ know now that flexibility of
window disposition would havesuffered too.
Sotheeight-ribbed square (actually
sevenribs with four edgebeams) finally used
forPhase 1(thatis,4,5,6,7 and 8o’clock
areas) wasn'tstrictly the mosteconomical
methad for thespanning, Ferinstance, the

The staircasz mumty and the water tank of the
7= 8o’clock block.

ribs could have been less deep than themain
beams. But thesystem was sub-optimized for
structuraleconomy inorderte gain other
functional flexibility and aestheticadvan-
tages. Thesoffitsofallribsand beamsare
keptatthesamelevel, and the planterson the
external faces ‘spring’ ontwards from this
level with theirsoffitlines curving slightly
upwards, providing spaces (in my opinion)
with the feeling of openness, serenity and
light. (In blander technical terms, the daylight
characteristics of such a ceiling are considera-
bly better than those of a ceiling withadrop
atthemside-outside transition.)

Symmetry and Climate

Matthijs The width of the chajjas was exactly
caleulated for shade and sun in different sea-
sons on the south-facing windows, but their
slightupward curve wasliterally a stroke of
architectural genius emanating directly from
alatecveningsketchonascratch pad.
Together with the continuity of all the beam
soffits they contribute to the natural {luidity of
theinside-outside transition.

Sanjay I had always been uncomfortable
with theidea ofa symmetrical building, not
fromthe point of view of providing a variety
vfspaces, but primarily because my own
work inenergy-conscious architecture told
me thatit was ‘wrong’ to plan thus and then
correct the openings by fenestrationtreat-
ment. Nevertheless, theinsistence ofthe
peopleinthe client group could not be
resisled. Formaostof them, this form symbol-
ized anideal building. IfIweretn disregard
heating in the summer, Imustadmitlalse
liked the window treatment. Therefore, while
detailing, wetried to minimize west-facing
glass by placing opaque walls as far as pos-
sibleon these faces. Wealso managed tw
placethetwolarge halls required (the gymna-
siumand the auditorium)at 9o’ clockand 3
o' clock, thereby slashing the heat from the
worst faces in one stroke.

Duetoa nigeling feeling of being dishon-
esttumy professional fraining, lalso worked
hard onasystem of variegated window mate-
rials, details, and treatmenttorespond to dif-
ferentorientationsand roomuse, which was
notimplemented in the finished building.1
spentall my working hours at the site for
abouttwoweeks to beableto do thisin peace,
and so, while theresults were not fruitful, the
expcrience was personally enriching,

Matthijs Inthe finaldesignthereareoniyva
handtul of windows facing straight east or
westdespite the otherwise symmetrical lay-
out. Initially, we had designed a complicated
systemof extrashuttersand recessed chicks
(matted blinds), buteventually, all this was
notneeded. Abunchofcurtain creepers from
the plantersabove, orsome well placed trees
and bushes provideall the shading one could
wishfor,and if one gets too much shade there



Mirambika

Study corner in the library. The window elevation

wasdesigned and implemented by the users.

arealwaysthe garden scissors. In fact, plants
candomuchmorethanonlyadorna
building.

Sanjay Yes, I mustadmil that] wasbeingtoo
technocraticwhile working outthe windows
and ignoring the micro-climate moderating
effects of vegetation.  wasalso being too
strictintrying to strengthen the heat resisting
capabilities of theexternal facades, whenin
fact, theinternal facades (facing the small
courtyards)are transparent toheatand dust
exchange, havingnowindowsandonlya
parapet wall. [ can now testify that, contrary
tomy expectations, the thermal moderation of
thecourtyardsand the vegetationisso good
that Mirambika has turned outto bea ther-
mallyacceptable building for most of the
year. And the dustlevelsin the campusare
low despite the ongoing construction.

Actually the real heat in Delhi comes in
fromtherooftop. We wentinfor terrazzo fin-
ished terraces without the mud piruska insula-
tion:Tcomputed that the overall heat transfer
forthissurface with noshading (and forsuch
anopenbuilding) waslowered sufficiently by
thelight colour to compénsate for the lack of
insulation, and this seems tabe subjectively
correborated inthe completed sections which
areinusc.

Imust honestly record that personally
find thewindow elevation finallyadopted
quiteunaesthetic. Butthen thiswasthe

decisionofevervone,and the v find it
beautiful.

Wehavenottalked aboutdetailing the
structural grid for flexibility of current and fu-
fure partition placement, modularized but
variable furniture, standardized electricalin-
frastructureand many such technical details.
Theseareessential toasystemsbased ap-
proach,and in factalotof effort wentinto
making detailsaimost uniform everywhere,
thereby allowing formaximum future vari-

-ation.

Matthijs Itisamazing how much variety in
roomshapes and skyline could beachieved
whileadhering strictly to the ongoing grid. So
farno tworooms arealike.

Sanjay Thisisa very relevantkind of design
exercise missed in ourarchitectural schools—
detailing ofa multi-purpose supportsystem
toallow for maximum partitionflexibility (in-
dudingwaterand electrical service detailing).
Instead, we concentrate on doing inflexible,
custom designed architectural exercises. The
pretence thatsuch custom designed spaces
caninsome wav better fit the user isa denial
of theuser's creativity and hisright touseit.

Stewardship

Matthijs There werea numberofdesign
workshops held withteachers, children, and

parentscontributing ideas. Itwas not
necessary that all or evena majority of ideas
would getimplemented, butit created a
teelingnfstewardship amongst the people
participating. Those ofus whohelped build
portions of the building, howeversmall, also
haveafeeling of ownershipaboutit. Children
whohavelaid justone brick now identify that
portion of the building as theirs.

Thenorth-southalignmentofthe
building on the site was accomplished by the
children, together with one of the teachers.
One clearOctober evening they pointed the
theodolite atthe Pole Star and next morning
thefinal bench mark wasmadeonthe
boundary wall!

Sanjay Inthe8o’clock courtyard thereisa
spiral concreteslide designed ‘on popular
demand’ and muchloved by the current users
of thespace.

Matthijs Anotherinteresting featurcisa
floor plan of the entire building used asa
floor pattern in one of the corridors, which
canbeusedasaguide map orasanintroduc-
tion to theconcept of recursion. Pointing to
the corresponding squarein the design one
can have interesting discussions: ‘Weare
standing at that spot. Therecould beanother,
smaller patterninthatarea, in which there
could beyetanother, smaller pattern, in
which...."and what about the other
direction? Could webethe patternina
corridorofa still biggerworld?

Therearealso same very fine details exe-
cuted by many friends, such as various
muralsand plantscapes which contributeto
theoveralldelight in the building.

The concrete slide—designed ‘on popular
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Mirambika

Sanjay Actually, ourteam’sinvolvement in
the designand construction workshops has
slackened, partly because of many decisions
havingalready beenimplemented, but partly
also berause of commercial pressures. [tis
interesting tonote that there were not many
working drawings needed for the project
(sincewe had standard RC system details,
withoutexception), and even these were
largely madeatthe Ashram by the
ashramites. Atone time, there were twoarchi-
tecturalstudents who helped in this work.
Evenso, many of the working drawings have
come from Matthijs’s pen {or rather, mouse),
and it may beusefulindiverse architectural
projects to discover how much can be accom-
plished by self-help.

Matthijs The story of the external finish is
interesting, The marble stone-on-edge work,
which seems to bean expensive finish, is the
resultof scavenging worthless wastestrips,
spendinga lotof time tosort them, and then
obtaininga permanent finish at the cost only
of transport, labour and mortar. We had only
catered foran external plaster initially.

Sanjay While on the subjectof costs, [can an-
tcipate people wanting to know howmuch
Miramhika cost lobuild. Thisisa difficult
question fora number of reasons. One, the
projectisslowly builtup, so onecannotadd
cost figures over different years. Second, inan
ongoing project, one does not know what
floor space to divideby to geta cost per unit
area. And finally, subsidies and self-help can
skew cost statements considerably. SoIwould
only say that this building is probably of
lower cost than other buildings of equal
quality.

Evaluation

Sanjay Totry and sumupsome of the philo-
sophicalunderpinnings implicitin the project,
we wanted Mirambika, thestructure, tobe
likea dynamic culturedlandscape. We
wanted it to grow and evolve naturally, and
notbeinstalled toosuddenly onasite. It
would then mirror the major characteristics of
Mirambika, theinstitution, itself.

Matthijs Itisimportant tosay thatthe
quality of spaceinany building definitely
atfects its userresponse. So, for instance, a
square building mightcreatea certain kind of
conformity, while an open building createsa
certainopennessin the attitude of the users.
Soitwasimperative that Mirambika, being a
‘different’ institution, create spaces that
would engender the creativity required of its
users.

Sanjay Ironically, the best partof Mirambika
forme, inaestheticterms, is the fact that the
spaces cannot easily be captured in two-di-
mensions througharectangular pictire
frame. Wehad aninkling that something of

Mirambika as seen from the approach road.

the kind would happen when we tried —un-
successfully—+io capture the feel of space
with drafted perspective views of the
structure betors it was built. So onchastorely
instead ona physicalmodel, orbetterstill, on
being there, to enjey thebuilding. The
geometry generated by thesystem issuffi-
ciently non-orthogonal so astomakeitquite
unphotographable Nevertheless, removethe
viewfinder, and thespaces surround you with
theircharm.

Matthijs Atleastasbeautifulasiheshapeof
the building is the process by whichit slowly
ariscs out of endless trucks of grit, sand and
cement. The masons, carpentersand labour
whohaveworked onitfrom thebeginning
haveslowly got used to our peculiar demands
ondimensional accuracy and the quality of
thecancrete mix. Wehavelearnttoappreci-
atetheir gentle charactersand theirtremen-
dousskills. The furniture carpenter, whoin
the beginning, ratherreluctantlyconde-
scended to fabricate ourshuttering, has now
becameourmain contractor and is rightly
proud of ‘his"building.

Itis not easy Lo combine such anamount
oflay participation with the professionalism
required forthe design and erection of a fairly
sophisticated and largeinstitutional building,
but it scems to havesucceeded here.

Sanjay I must mention that the quality of RC
work caslin Mirambika is very good. This has
been doneatno exira cost, atleast noextra
cost forthe ‘care’ required to cast good
congrete. This isan obvious lesson for other
projects: quality cannot be ensured only by
incurring greater cost, but by ensuring greater
care. Butitgels [rustrated ina system where
the person who constructsis more orless
selected on the basis of cost, not care, mainly
because the formercan be quantified while
thelatter cannot.

Inmy opinion, thestructire hasbeen
built to a high qualityatlow cost because of
userinvolvement in the form of a highly
motivated construction team. The structure,
almost by the nature of the process, comes up
slowly, and this can be both good and bad de-
pending onthe pointof view. Otherstrong
gains generated by the pracessare theunder-
standing andlove of the users forthe

siructure, leading to good maintenanceand
repair, and an integration of the designers
into the children’s groupand other members
of the user community.

Matthijs Whenaver we could not actually
helpinthe construction, we kept the site clean
inweeklywork sessions. Without having been
tusite, no one can gauge the extent towhich
this singleactivity alone contributed to the
morale of the workers, the quality of the con-
struction, and the liveability’ ofthe place
evenduring consiruction.

Sanjay IfIweretobeinvolved atthestart of
aMirambika-like processalloveragainl
would spend more time on technology. In
Mirambika, I felt that we lostalot of partici-
pation potentiai because, ultimately, RC is not
a people’s material. [t has many technical
constraints whichare notsufficiently well
understoud by thelay peopleand even the
waorkers. But then, itallowed usto fulfil the
spanning ofthe type of spaces we required in
thiscase, so may be thiswould becomea
chicken-and-cgg situation.
Besidestechnological simplicity, what
needstobe ensured is that the process of par-
ticipation does notend upin beingalopsided
amateur design. Forexample, Mirambika
very nearly became climatologically a poor
design. Personally, 1 alsofeel thatthere was
notenough variation tried out by the users,
though thismay still happenin the future,

Matthijs Whatalsoneeds tobe ensuredis
that thereis sufficientcommunicationatall
stages for continuity in the process, sothatto
some extent, the projectcanoutlive the
exisienceofitsindividual personalities and
riseabove them.

Sanjay Itisnol possible heretoacknowledge
thelarge number of individuals who contrib-
uted to Mirambika. Many professional col-
leagues and consuliants have given their time
and ideas. In desizn and execution the contri-
bution of the Ashram group has been critical.
Likewise, thelarge numberof children,
parents, teachers, workers, visitors, and pas-
sers-by whohave worked and areworking as
amateurs forand with Mirambika. [would ga
so farastosay thatthisisabuilding thatthey
havereally designed, with the architocts and
engineersenabling them to do so. Thisis not
todisclaim theresponsibility ofthe prafes-
sionals forshortcomings and failures, butto
creditthe users for consciously exercising
theircreative powersand using theirselective
judgment regardingalltechnicaland non-
technical matters <&

Tihe wbove is Based on @ correspondesice betzpeen Dy
Matihiis Cornelissen and Sanjay Prakash. Dy
Melihifs, a psychiatrist, currently guides the
canstruction activities at the Svi Aurobindo Asivan,
Deili Brapch Ceenpus.
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