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Commul‘\ity Centre Maheshwar, Madhya Pradesh

ome years ago, in a bid to
S revitalize the virtually
deserted and degenerating fort
of Maheshwar, a weaving
centre for the now well-known
Maheshwar sarees was set up
within its confines. The Com-
munity Centre was an exten-
sion of this process of revitali-
zation. While it was meant pri
marily for the weavers, the ac-
tivities generated were to pro-
vide an incentive to the towns-
people to brave the steep slope
up to the fort, participate in
activities and so rejuvenate the
space

The design brief called for
multi-functional spaces, as the
Centre had to incorporate a
small library, a creche, a
television room, a space for the
doctor, cooking space, an
open-air theatre for drama, lec-
tures, discussions, meetings,
film shows, etc., and occa-
sional use of the whole space
as a baaral ghar.

Situated adjacent to the
main gateway of the fort, with
two of its edges bounded by
the fort walls, the site has a
legacy of neem trees at least a
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hundred years old. The archi-
tectural cues came from the
historical urban fabrie, the syn-
tax and patterns of the built
forms and the rhythms of the
building elements of Mahesh-
War bown

The plan was drawn
directly on the ground and
later transferred to the draw-
ing board at Delhi, to work out
details. This reversal of the
usual process has been fruitful
in that the building fits well
into the context.

A multi-functional veranda
connecting that rooms the ac-
commaodate the library and
creche, forms two sides of a
courtyard. The other two are
formed by the fort walls. The
existing slope of the land has
been used to create the stepped
seating platforms of the open-
air theatre. The spread of the
neem trees forms a natural
Cano p}’

The building bulk is
minimal, and its brick piers are
finely articulated to echo the
scale of the timber frame struc-
tures of the adjoining raj-wada
The large openings, creating a

transparency at eve-level, are
corbelled down to the size of
the locally available sandstone
lintels. Corbelled brick
brackets replace the traditional
carved timber ones, Semi-
circular arches that are new to
Maheshwar have been used
only within the building, The
half-round terracotta tiles used
for roofing a clopment
of the Development Alterna-
tives type. No Hmber has been
used in the building except for
door and window frames and
stiles. The support structure
for the roof is in steel, while
the door and window panels
are of Dalda tins,

Introduced with its appro-
priate modernism, the build-
ing technology has attempted
to intercept the soulless and
spiritless trend towards
‘modern concrete technology”
that has filtered into the small
town from nearby Indore,
producing an ill fitting and in-
appropriate modern architec-
ture in the historical precincts
of Maheshwar,
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MI" he gender bias i certuinly not @ myth—it is strong and exists all the
time, But the way to deal with it, is to recognize it, work with it, and
charige it

“lne I, wonen archifects are ot part of the Indian tradition. The
Vastu Shastras allowed only men to be architects, However, the indigeinous
traditians have atwonys had women builders participating in the actual
creation and production of architectural images through the use of their skills
i canstruction, preparation of materials, rendering and decoration, They
hane been integral do the architecture and embellishment of Hreir traditioal
Homes—miakiing rangolis and wall paintings that are symbolic representa-
Hoits arid an abstract codification of knooledge and memories of the life of a
commHity.

"In indigemous traditions, where technologies are based on local
resouirces, much of the effort that goes into building and maintaining the
howe—quite often a med structure, is usually the woman's, I think thal is
oty tis wnatertal is very special fo me; besides its oboious ecological
impications it provides the message that women are part of the environment
e possess the skills to work with it A traditional rural wonan is nlwoays
confident of buitding o shelter for herself, It is a modern, urban phenomenor
Hhuat women furve lost control of the buildings they live in; it is onily in the
contenporary world that women tend to be excluded from participeting in
b creation of their enpironment.

“Women architects should not be mere clomes of their male counter-
purts, A woman's conscioisniess equips her to deal with space in a holistic
oy, A womin's psyehe is more sensitized to the finer aspects of living,
sustaiming and muintaining habital. She has the potentiol, through formal
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educition, to perceive and understand the larger dimension and disciplines
that govern space, and still be auire of the finer aspects and activities within
the space. Tf women are brue to theiy being, they stand a chance of bringing in
a newt and much needed dimensioi into the profession.

" Architectine deals wibth intuition—it is muck wore thare a sun total
af s parts. When I put a building together in all its complexitios, or create
an enviromient, | feel exhilarated. Only if women realize their potential, can
they plaw a major role in architecture. Rather than building bigger and
bigger structures and being part of the mainstream, | feel we should
concentrate on designing buildings through which the quality of life can be
inmproved, Unforturately, the latest trend in architects, the world over, s
townards creating show-pieces of self indulgence rather than building as a
responise o social needs or even reflecting the aesthetic perceptions of society

“The mainstream of architecture today is crassly commercial, There
are a few ‘Tuminaries' who are producing relevant architecture and are
thinking and creating as Inoman beings, But what [ have noticed is that
sensitive men who are able lo perceive the finer aspects of living in space do
nok titink the same way as other men in mainstrean socrety—ihey fave more
of the ferminine imtuitiveness,

A woman’s creatfvity must flow freely and spontaneously and unless
that happens a woman canmol be recognized or create forms which peopli are
going fo motice. To achieve this a woman must have self-confidence and
beficve in uhal she s doirg, and not be buydened by social restrictions and
Rousetold responsibilities and chores of dmy-to-day existesice. [t usll ake
some time for women o fully realize themseloes in Hiis profession.”
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