	Auroville in brief

	

	
	 


	
	THE AUROVILLE CHARTER

1. Auroville belongs to nobody in particular. Auroville belongs to humanity as a whole. But to live in Auroville, one must be the willing servitor of the Divine Consciousness.
 

2. Auroville will be the place of an unending education, of constant progress, and a youth that never ages.

 

3. Auroville wants to be the bridge between the past and the future. Taking advantage of all discoveries from without and from within, Auroville will boldly spring towards future realisations.

 

4. Auroville will be a site of material and spiritual researches for a living embodiment of an actual Human Unity.

What is Auroville?

Auroville is a universal township in the making for a population of up to 50,000 people from around the world.

How did Auroville begin?

The concept of Auroville - an ideal township devoted to an experiment in human unity - came to the Mother as early as the 1930s. In the mid 1960s the Sri Aurobindo Society in Pondicherry proposed to Her that such a township should be started. She gave her blessings. The concept was then put before the Govt. of India, who gave their backing and took it to the General Assembly of UNESCO. In 1966 UNESCO passed a unanimous resolution commending it as a project of importance to the future of humanity, thereby giving their full encouragement.

Why Auroville?

The purpose of Auroville is to realise human unity – in diversity. Today Auroville is recognised as the first and only internationally endorsed ongoing experiment in human unity and transformation of consciousness, also concerned with - and practically researching into - sustainable living and the future cultural, environmental, social and spiritual needs of mankind.

When did Auroville start?

On 28th February 1968 some 5,000 people assembled near the banyan tree at the centre of the future township for an inauguration ceremony attended by representatives of 124 nations, including all the States of India. The representatives brought with them some soil from their homeland, to be mixed in a white marble- clad, lotus-shaped urn, now sited at the focal point of the Amphitheatre. At the same time the Mother gave Auroville its 4-point Charter.

Where is Auroville?

Auroville is located in south India, mostly in the State of Tamil Nadu (some parts are in the State of Pondicherry), a few kilometres inland from the Coromandel Coast, approx 160 kms south of Chennai (previously Madras) and 10 kms north of the town of Pondicherry.

Who are the Aurovilians?

They come from some 35 nations, from all age groups (from infancy to over eighty, averaging around 30), from all social classes, backgrounds and cultures, representing humanity as a whole. The population of the township is constantly growing, but currently stands at around 1,700 people, of whom approx one-third are Indian.

 

Overview of the city plan 
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Peace Area

At the centre of the township lies the Peace Area, comprising the Matrimandir and its gardens, the amphitheatre with the Urn of Human Unity that contains the soil of 121 nations and 23 Indian states, and a lake to help create an atmosphere of calm and serenity and to serve as a groundwater recharge area.

Industrial Zone

A 109-hectare area to the north of the Peace Area, the Industrial Zone, a zone for "green" industries, is focused on Auroville's efforts towards a self-supporting township. It will contain small and medium-scale industries, training centres, arts and crafts, and the city's administration.

Residential Zone

The largest of the four city zones, comprising of 189 hectares, the Residential Zone is bordered by parks on the north, south and west. Main access to the zone will be through the crown road with further traffic distribution via five radial roads that divide the zone into sectors of increasing densities. This zone wants to provide a well-adjusted habitat between individual and collective living. 55% of the area will be green and only 45% built surface, thereby creating an urban density balanced by nature.

International Zone 

The International Zone, a zone of 74 hectares to the west of the Peace Area, will host national and cultural pavilions, grouped by continents. Its central focus is to create a living demonstration of human unity in diversity through the expression of the genius and contribution of each nation to humanity

Cultural Zone

Planned on a 93-hectare area, situated to the east of the Peace Area, the Cultural Zone will be a site for applied research in education and artistic expression. Facilities for cultural, educational, art and sports activities will be located in this zone.

Green Belt

The city area with a radius of 1.25 km. will be surrounded by a Green Belt of 1.25 km width. As a zone for organic farms, dairies, orchards, forests, and wildlife areas, this belt will act as a barrier against urban encroachment, provide a variety of habitats for wildlife, and serve as a source for food, timber, medicines etc. and as a place for recreation.

Presently an area of 405 hectares, the Green Belt - though incomplete - stands as an example of successful transformation of wasteland into a vibrant eco-system. Its further planned extension with an additional 800 hectares will make it into a remarkable demonstration site for soil and water conservation, ground water recharge, and environmental restoration. As lungs for the entire township, it will complete the healing process that Auroville started several decades ago.

	
	
	
	


Auroville

The city-in-the-making is located on the Coromandel Coast in south India. It draws its inspiration from the vision and work of the renowned Indian seer and spiritual visionary, Sri Aurobindo. His spiritual collaborator, The Mother, founded the township in 1968 and gave its Charter, which you find scrolling on our homepage. The writings of these visionaries, and the specific guidelines for Auroville given by the Mother are crucial for in-depth understanding of what is trying to be achieved in Auroville, a collective experiment dedicated to human unity and international understanding.

Human Unity

"With the present morality of the human race a sound and durable human unity is not yet possible; but there is no reason why a temporary approximation to it should not be the reward of strenuous aspiration and untiring effort. By constant approximations and by partial realisations and temporary successes Nature advances", writes Sri Aurobindo, and this reality stands central in Auroville and acts as perpetual encouragement for the residents to persevere. During all our meetings, deliberations and plannings, we are acutely aware of how vast and how high our aim is, for "--- in it must be found the means of a fundamental, an inner, a complete, a real human unity which would be the one secure base of a unification of human life. A spiritual oneness which would create a psychological oneness not dependent upon any intellectual or outward uniformity."
Pondicherry

Auroville's location in south India is connected with the fact that the Mother had been living in Pondicherry since 1920. It was there, in the Sri Aurobindo Ashram in 1964 that the idea of Auroville was conceived. Both Sri Aurobindo and the Mother had expressed in their earliest writings the necessity of starting, at some point, a collective experiment under optimum conditions - ideally in the form of a city - in order to create a bridgehead for a new consciousness which was seeking to manifest in the world. The Ashram itself, formally created in 1926, was a first attempt in that direction. It was only in 1964 that the Mother felt that the time had come for such a bold experiment to be started on the bigger scale of a township.
The name 'Auroville' was given in homage to Sri Aurobindo, while also meaning 'City of Dawn'. The idea was recognised and taken up by the Government of India. A location near to Pondicherry was found. The time was right, the wheel set in motion, and support started coming in. The inauguration took place on February 28th, 1968.

Worldwide support

Since the very beginning, Auroville has received the unanimous endorsement of the General Conference of UNESCO in 1966, 1968, 1970 and 1983. Governmental and Non-Governmental Organisations in India and abroad have funded various development programmes, and donations have been received from foundations in Europe and the USA, from Auroville International Centres, and from private donors around the world. The residents themselves have also made, and continue to make, a major contribution of their resources and energy to the project.

Multifarious activities

Auroville is intended as a city for up to 50,000 inhabitants from around the world. Today its inhabitants number around 2000 people, drawn from some thirty countries. They live in 100 settlements of varying size, separated by village and temple lands and surrounded by Tamil villages with a total population of over 35,000 people. Their activities are multifarious, and include afforestation, organic agriculture, educational research, health care, village development, appropriate technology, and building construction, information technology, small and medium scale businesses, town planning, water table management, cultural activities and community services.

Independent legal body

In 1988, the Government of India passed the Auroville Foundation Act to safeguard the development of Auroville according to its Charter. This Act established three constituent bodies: the Governing Board, which would oversee the development of the township in collaboration with its inhabitants, the Residents Assembly and the International Advisory Council, which can provide international support and advice, when required, to the Governing Board.

Faith in humanity's future

As the world is rapidly changing and groping for new paradigms to re-model itself, so Auroville stands poised at the start of a new millennium, ready to enter a new phase of its development and growth, and aware of a new flowering of the faith in humanity's future that it represents.

For a comprehensive overview of activities in the township, go to The City the Earth needs 
'Unity in diversity' is one of Auroville's main tenets, and the township is definitely living up to this. Presently we have more than a hundred different settlements, spread out over some 20 sq kms, each of which has a different size, style and standard of living, plus level of interaction and agreement among its residents. Needless to say that the housing arrangements differ greatly as well.

Finding one's right place in the whole

To find one's true place is an intrinsic part of the Auroville process, and a very important one. It is only when one has found one's right place in the whole - be it on whatever level - that the real work can begin.

Auroville has evolved a great variety of possible living situations for like-minded people to plug into. New patterns are still being sought, - the process is never ending.

Names

The names of many of the different settlements carry psychological significances pertaining to the Integral Yoga practiced in the township, such as Sincerity, Aspiration, Fraternity, Surrender and so on. In the late sixties and early seventies of the last century, the Mother allotted names to the then emerging settlements. Later on, residents wishing to cultivate a new plot would take their time to sense the spirit of the land and space of their choice, and name it accordingly. This practice continues to the present day.

On this page you will find an as-yet incomplete list of the present settlements. Some residents don't feel like being mentioned in this list, - we can only respect this.

Architect's dream

The dream of building a new city for the future on a clean slate, with the purpose of promoting research and experimentation alongside integral development, has been attracting architects and students of architecture from all over the world ever since Auroville´s inception in 1968. Not having pre-defined by-laws or being bound by the conventions of human society has allowed a multitude of expressions to manifest in the course of Auroville´s development, as natural extensions of the quest for the new. 

Expression of core values 

The architecture expressed by the dreams and aspirations of a nation or a community stand as an expression of its core values in matter and the multiplicity of styles and typologies found in Auroville reflect the socio-economic, cultural, ideological, ecological and climatic factors that have shaped us over 3 decades. They present a visual history of our development and evolution for all to see. 

Wide range of experiments

As this website will amply demonstrate, experimentation in building done in Auroville covers various aspects of architecture, and includes building materials, building technology, eco-friendly architecture, climate responsive designs, integration with natural surroundings, cost-effective buildings, geomancy and geometry, as well as the design of spaces themselves, including experimenting with the lifestyle of the user. There has also been spillover into the design and management of building infrastructure, the building of integrated rainwater harvesting systems, domestic waste water treatment plants and the integration of renewable energy systems for energy demands.

Pioneering stage

The buildings of the first decade, which was our veritable pioneering stage, adopted the vernacular building materials of casurina, keet, palm leaf and thatch. The builders took these materials of construction to high forms of self-expression and imagination, and worked in close interaction with the local artisans. The large 'Aspiration' settlement is a lively proof of the durability of experimentation done at the time.

Creative revolution

At the same time, the push to experiment for 'community living' as a step towards the future city, gave rise to 'Auromodèle', which area still remains an architectural exposition of forms and shapes that break the mould of the conventional principle of 'four walls and a roof' habitation. These beginnings provoked a creative revolution in the self-builders of the 70's and the early 80's in experimenting with building materials, technology, design and life-styles.

Applied research

One of the results of this period was serious applied research, and the last decade has seen considerable advances in ferro-cement technology for roofs and interior fittings as well as compressed earth blocks for load bearing structures, some of which have won national design awards and significant grants-in-aid from agencies that support these innovations.

Some descriptions of houses

In order to give you some idea of Auroville's architecture, we offer descriptions of some of its houses and buildings, and will continue in future to do so. The range of expression is immense. The articles given here, written by Aurovilian architects Anupama Kundoo and Sheril Castelino were published in Indian architecture magazines and may give you glimpses of the care and sense of responsible innovation practiced by the Aurovilians.

Though dissimilar in aspect, each of the described houses establishes a strong relationship with the environment, with nature, - each on its own terms.

	Painter Louis Molaes and danseuse Veronique Domingo's "temporary and open" house looks as if it has sprung up out of the earth on a rainy day in Auroville. 

This Artist's home is madeof the material he is most comfortable with - canvas! Louis Molaes believes that for a house in India, all you need is a roof above your head - everything else can be organized to suit your lifestyle. So when he decided to build himself a home, he simply made that conviction a reality. Just a roof for protection from the sun and rain, with a low wall defining the boundaries of the house - a simple idea of shelter indeed.

Because "there is nothing permanent about life (which is only an illusion)!", Louis decided on a lightweight roof which, unlike a conventional permanent roof, didn't have to last till the end of time. He wanted a temporary house that was open and airy and didn't make him feel bound, imprisoned or fixed to a certain place. Something that could be put up as easily as it could be razed to the ground, so he could move from place to place... 

These werte the thoughts with which he began his research... Architect Frei Otto had always intrigued and fascinated him - especially his large free-flowing, modular, hi-tech roofs. But since hi-tech metallic structures didn't seem appropriate to the rural Indian context in which he lives and works, he went vernacular. He employed bamboo instead of steel. And canvas - the material he worked with every day - to cover the frame. 

Then arose the question of waterproofing. As much as he would have preferred another material, Louis resorted to the quickest and cheapest option - plastic sheets! But as plastic was obviously not aesthetically pleasing, 'agro-fabric' went over the plastic. With this triple protection the roof was ready. The canvas was stretched and fixed under the bamboo frame and the other two layers - plastic and agro-fabric - over the frame. Not only was this assembly lightweight, it also proved more economical than other roofing material available. Also, the support structure needed for this lightweight roof was minimal. The simplistic nature of the foundation reduced the cost. 

With the major issue resolved, Louis had to address the walls. He realized he needed the walls only to define the actual area of his living and working space in a way that did not compromise his view of the nature outside. The quasi-outdoor feeling in the interior was important. So up came walls five feet high with the space above taking care of ventilation. Louis was unconcerned about thieves and didn't mind the presence of insects, scorpions and the like inside his house. So the space above the wall is not enclosed by grills or window shutters. It was simply left open. Interestingly enough ever since he moved into this 'open' house, it has never been 'broken into', unlike his previous house, a super-safe conventional place, which was broken into on various occasions. 

With the 'whole' house in place, Louis, with his contemporary dancer wife Veronique, organized all the areas of a conventional house in the resultant circular space around a central staircase. The common areas like the kitchen, bathroom, storage, studio and the living space surround this staircase that leads to the bedrooms upstairs. A wooden floor separates the two levels while the free-falling bamboo roof creates varying and interesting volumes in the bedrooms. Openings for windows were created by leaving the bamboo frame uncovered by the triple layered roofing cover. An elevated circular cut-out in the centre of the roof further helps the movement of air between the bedrooms. 

Louis says he approached his house in the same way as he does his canvases. He kept looking at it from a different angle every day, adding different strokes here and there, studying and changing it from day to day, till finally one day, it met his approval. He worked on-site, with only an initial basic plan of measurements. From then on, every idea and decision was impromptu. His simplistic expectations from the house and his approach seem to have worked. Louis extended his enthusiasm to designing the light fixtures and other paraphernalia around the house as well. The local bamboo workers were allowed the freedom to improvise on the form of the roof ,during the assembly. When the roof first came up, Veronique practiced dance in the large free space underneath. But later, with the built-in levels and furniture, practices had to be limited. 

Unlimited ingenuity and limited resources combined to bring this unusual home into being. But one can't ignore the fact that the confidence with which Louis built the house came from his brief experience of working on interior design in France. His house in India was the first real architectural project he has ever worked on. The realization of his research on alternative light building material has now motivated him to continue his search for alternative roofing solutions. . 

- as published in "Better Interiors " 
October 2005 
Text written by: Sheril Castelino 
Photos: Pino Marchese 

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	
	


	I m p r e s s i o n

An over-the-shoulder look at Auroville's architecture

	
	
	
	 

The beginning 

Some time in the year 1967, the plan that is popularly known as the Galaxy plan came to be accepted by the people concerned as representing the concept of the city of Auroville. This plan was very appealing to the visual senses and gave a marketable symbolism to the new ideal city. At the same time there was the parallel reality that was stubborn in its aridness, lack of infrastructure, trees, capital and willing competent architects and builders. 

First years

The years 1968-80 saw a pragmatic approach to development and architecture in Auroville, during which limited manpower and capital was imaginatively used with local materials and techniques by the Aurovilians to house themselves. Roger Anger (the chief architect) meanwhile had started to work on developing the area along the Coromandel Coast to establish the Auromodele settlement.

As the name implies, this settlement was to be a model for the city of Auroville, with a projected population of 3,000 people. There was a cluster of houses and a couple of educational buildings in the Aspiration area that were built.

Self-built structures 

These buildings were in direct contrast to the minimal vernacular of the self-built structures generally used at the time. The latter were curvilinear and earth-hugging, and they changed the popular mindset of what built space should look or feel like. The spaces within these houses and schools were also curved both in plan and volume, so the apertures were more than windows to look out of or to ventilate the space inside; they became something to look at in their own right. 

The seventies 

The decade of the '70s saw a lot of structures coming up imitating this style in houses and community spaces, as in the settlement of Djaima. Of course there were architects who were designing clusters of residential and non-residential buildings which were in styles that evoked a temperate clime setting, like in the settlement of Certitude. The industrial architecture of Fraternity was a full-fledged play in the use of asbestos for roofing, walling and openings. While the official planning and architecture office of 'l'Avenir d'Auroville' (presently 'Auroville's Future') was designing and model-making for a series of projects that were hopefully going to be built in Auromodele or in the city area of Auroville, the residents were struggling with the pressing reality of evolving survival techniques. 

Sustainable practices

The pace of development was marginal in the decade of the '70s and the mid '80s, during which the public buildings of Matrimandir and Bharat Nivas were commenced as acts of faith. The trend changed some time in the mid '80s, when development picked up with a reversal of Auroville's fortune. With the post energy-crisis awareness there was a trend towards more sustainable practices in architecture in terms of materials used, implementation of designs that were more climate conscious, and incorporation of recycling and renewable energy
systems.

Local materials

From self-built houses in earth and ferrocement to public buildings, projects like the Visitors' Centre, Vikas community, Solar Kitchen and the Kindergarten school were done by various architects through the Auroville Building Centre. Many architects now systematically began to experiment with vernacular materials, styles and spaces - as in the settlements Petite Ferme, Yantra and Samasti.

New language

We seem to have come full circle at the end of the millennium, with both the architects and the users having this uneasy feeling that it is not enough to be just sustainable, or worshippers of pure architecture, no matter how convincing the style.

Auroville has now to come up with a language of architecture and development that will reflect the uniqueness of this experiment without losing the sense of rootedness to the plateau of land on which Auroville is sighted. There is an urgent need to explore options that can give a free rein to our imagination within the carrying capacity of this bio-region.

 

Contact: suhasini@auroville.org.in

	
	
	
	


PLANNING THE CITY

Through its Master Plan, Auroville wants to break new ground in settlement-planning in such a way as to help other cities, both in India and abroad, which are experiencing high urbanisation trends. Auroville also hopes to demonstrate how 'urban' & 'rural' areas can complementarily develop in an integral and holistic way for their mutual benefit and well-being. We talk about an 'integrated' masterplan, implying here that both city and environment are integrally planned for, since Auroville has come to care for its 'hinterland'.

Undesirable trends in urban growth

Until recently, urban growth was considered undesirable, and all policies emphasised how migration from rural areas could be checked. However, these policies have not succeeded, with the result that urban areas are becoming more and more degraded. Presently, both national and international opinion is in favour of urbanisation, as they have become engines of development, and emphasise policies that promote it. Taken too far, these policies may also become untenable, because of the heavy toll urban areas impose on limited natural resources. They may also disrupt the food security of the entire nation. This is why planners today are talking of establishing rural-urban linkages.

Concerning village settlements

It is common knowledge that expanding urban areas encroach not only on valuable agricultural land, but also tend to surround village settlements in such a way that they become islands of poverty, with scarce infrastructure, in neighbourhoods which are otherwise well served with infrastructure. It is also seen that village settlements, even at a stone's throw from the limits of a city, have no semblance of improved quality in housing, sanitation or quality of life.

Auroville's approach

Auroville's approach aspires to go much further. The approach of its Master Plan is to establish that the economic and human intellectual resources, which normally gravitate to urban areas, can be effectively used to spread development more evenly, and to create an equitable and economically sound society. This is, more often than not, presently not the case in regard to the way cities are planned, developed and are functioning.

Optimum mix of densities

Auroville's concept is to build a city that will economise on land needs by introducing development approaches with an optimum mix of densities and appealing urban forms and amenities, while the surrounding Green Belt will be a fertile zone for applied research in the sectors of food production, forestry, soil conservation, water management, waste management, and other areas which assist sustainable development. The results of such innovative methods will be available for application in both rural and urban areas everywhere in support of their development.

Broad framework 

The aim of the planning exercise has been to identify a broad framework and structure within which all development in Auroville, whether physical or socio-economic, can fit. It is also to include a structure of existing and planned land-use, indicating the possible progress to be made in development of the various parts of the city's development and forming a clear and transparent basis for its overall direction.

Stages of developing the Auroville Master Plan

According to the latest Guidelines of UDPFI ('Urban Development Plans Formulation and Implementation', a publication prepared by the Institute of Town Planners of India, ITPI, and published on behalf of the Ministry of Urban Development), the approach to planning needs to be in three stages:

1. Perspective Master Plan     >> more
A very broadly based plan, incorporating planning policies and general structure of land use, transportation and scale of amenities.

2. Development Plan

This plan builds up on the Perspective Master Plan. At this stage, the ground realities will be reviewed in detail. At this level also, much more data, information and collaboration from the community will be required.

3. Annual Plan (Implementation Plan) 

The Annual Plan, conceived within the framework of the Development Plan, will contain the details of new and ongoing projects to be implemented during the financial year.
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