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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: THE MUGHAL DYNASTY

Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur, who was born in 1483 in 
Fergana, in present day Uzbekistan, inherited a dynasty that 
controlled territory through eastern Iran and central Asia. 
Having occupied Kabul in 1504, Babur expanded his sphere 
to the east, eventually controlling Hindustan, and thereby 
laying the foundations of the Mughal Empire that lasted until 
1857. The Mughal Empire in time extended from Herat in the 
west to the Deccan in the south, across which there remains 
a rich legacy of public buildings and palaces. 

For Babur, the natural environment was as important as 
buildings, and his memoirs are filled with observations of 
flora and fauna in the region. Among the many gardens that 
he laid out, the site now known as Bagh-e Babur represents a 
stage in the transition between the Central Asian traditions of 
landscaping practised by his Timurid forebears and the more 
formal Mughal gardens that were laid out across the Indian 
sub-continent. Among the defining elements of this tradition 
are symmetrical layouts in planting and levels, and the use 
of running water. The garden is a metaphor for divine order 
and, as paradise on earth, a place of refuge for the faithful. 
Babur himself was buried in the garden of which he was so 
fond in 1540, and his grave became a place of pilgrimage 
for his successors, including the Emperors Akbar, Jahangir 
and Shahjahan, all of whom made improvements to Bagh-e 
Babur, and themselves built fine garden-tombs elsewhere in 
their empires. 

After the collapse of the Mughal Empire, from about 1750, 
the garden fell into neglect and it was not until the early 20th 
century that significant investments were made by adding 
new buildings and European style landscape features.

     RECONSTRUCTION OF HISTORIC MOSQUE 

A floral pattern from the Baburnama, British Library, 1590-93

A detached folio from the Baburnama describing the Bagh-e Wafa, British Library, 1590-93

A watercolor rendering of the central avenue of Babur’s Garden by James Atkinson, British Library, 1839
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: GENERAL VIEWS

A panoramic view of Babur’s Garden after restoration, Simon Norfolk, 2016

Babur’s ‘Avenue Garden’ was damaged by inter-factional fighting, AKTC, 2004 Excavations were undertaken to understand the landscape, AKTC, 2003 The marble-lined water channels after rehabilitation, Christian Richters, 2009The marble-lined water channels after rehabilitation, Christian Richters, 2009

Built on a gentle incline, Babur’s Garden is organized into 16 terraces, with his grave located near the top of the site, Christian Richters, 2009

A general view of the garden prior to restoration, AKTC, 2003
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: ARCHAEOLOGY

In total, six seasons of archaeological excavations were undertaken jointly by the 
German Archaeological Institute (DAI) and the Afghan Institute of Archaeology in Baghe 
Babur. This yielded important information about the original ground levels of the garden 
terraces, as well as revealing a large Mughal era octagonal water tank and an associated 
system of channels, tanks and terracotta pipes that were used for irrigating the garden.

During the course of excavations for the new caravanserai complex at the base of 
Baghe Babur, traces were found of the foundations of a stone gateway, which seems 
to correspond to the structure that Shahjahan commissioned during a visit to the site. 
Having been carefully documented, the footprint of this gateway is reflected in a stone 
platform in the courtyard of the new building, which now forms the public entrance to 
the garden.
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     ARCHAEOLOGY 

A Mughal-era octagonal water tank was discovered along the central axis of the garden, AKTC, 2003

Archaeological investigations provided useful information on the original character of the site, AKTC, 2004

Decorative architectural elements were found during excavations, AKTC, 2004Traces of the foundation of stone gateway were found during excavations, DAI, 2004Decorative marble gravestones and fragments of Babur’s Grave enclosure were discovered during excavations, AKTC, 2004
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: BUILDING CONSERVATION

Perhaps the most important surviving Islamic 
building in Kabul, this white marble mosque was 
commissioned by the Emperor Shah Jahan in 1638 to 
commemorate his capture of Balkh. The mosque has 
undergone extensive alterations and repairs, and has 
suffered damage during the conflict. The restoration 
entailed the removal of inappropriate modern materials 
and replacement of the traditional lime concrete roof, 
as well as the refixing of marble facings on the west 
façade. Surface damage sustained during the fighting 
in the 1990s has been left visible.

Erected after 1540, the white marble enclosure 
around Babur’s grave had all but collapsed by 1832, 
when Charles Masson, a British traveller, prepared a 
drawing of the area. This document together with later 
photographs, archaeological evidence and marble 
fragments of the enclosure unearthed on-site, provided 
sufficient information for the accurate reconstruction 
of a replica in 2006. The level of the southern end of the 
terrace was lowered, and the outer-arcaded masonry 
enclosure was reconstructed. Re-planted with arghawan 
trees, the area between the new marble screen and the 
outer enclosure, where Babur’s son grave survives, 
provides a tranquil space in which visitors can pay 
their respects.

The perimeter wall that now surrounds Baghe Babur 
follow the tradition of enclosure of formal Persian 
gardens. While the original garden laid out by Babur 
is thought to have been walled, the surviving sections 
are thought to date from the late 19th century. 

Using traditional materials and construction 
techniques, more than 1.6 kilometres of walling around 
the garden was repaired or rebuilt between 2002 and 2004. 
Through the course of this work significant employment 
was generated among displaced families who were 
then returning to their homes in the neighbourhood.

     SHAH JAHAN MOSQUE

     BABUR’S GRAVE ENCLOSURE

     PERIMETER WALLING

The restored perimeter garden wall, Gary Otte, 2005

Key historic structures in the garden include Babur’s grave enclosure and the marble summer mosque built by Shah Jahan (left), AKTC, 2009

An early 19th century sketch of Babur’s marble enclosure used as a reference during restoration 
works, Charles Masson, 1832 The reconstruction of Babur’s grave enclosure was based on archaeological evidence, AKTC, 2006

A summer mosque built by Shahjahan for use by those visiting Babur’s grave, John Burke, 1879-80

Masons repair the secondary brick masonry wall surrounding Babur’s grave enclosure, AKTC, 2006

A view of the reconstructed marble enclosure surrounding Babur’s grave, AKTC, 2008

Restoring the marble mosque, AKTC, 2006 Restoration of Babur’s Grave, AKTC, 2006 Restoration of Babur’s Grave, AKTC, 2006

The perimeter wall around the garden was restored using traditional techniques, AKTC, 2002
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: LANDSCAPING

     LANDSCAPING

The detailed accounts in Babur’s memoirs which describe the trees 
that he had laid out during his life provided the basis for the landscape 
design and a programme of replanting in Bagh-e Babur. 

As irrigation had been interrupted during the conflict, few mature trees 
survived. Following extensive regrading to restore appropriate levels – a 
process that entailed moving some 30,000 metres of earth – more than 
4,000 indigenous saplings were planted over the 15 terraces, where a 
partially piped system of irrigation was installed. An important aspect of 
the landscaping has been the reconstruction of a central axis that seems 
to date from Babur’s original layout. Following extensive archaeological 
excavations in this area, a series of 8 pools have been reconstructed 
along the course of a water channel that runs 240 metres down the site.

Water flows again through Babur’s ‘Avenue Garden’, Simon Norfolk, 2016

A detached folio from the Baburnama  

Babur’s Garden, Simon Norfolk, 2016

More than 5 million people have visited the restored gardens, Christian Richters, 2009Babur’s garden after restoration, Christian Richters, 2009

More than 30,000 m3 of earth was removed or leveled during landscaping, AKTC, 2005

Locally sourced flora were cultivated and planted in the Babur garden, 2007

Masons paving stone pathways, AKTC, 2007Saplings were planted in garden, AKTC, 2006
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: GARDEN MANAGEMENT

     BAGH-E BABUR TRUST

Sustainably managed by an independent 
trust, the restored 11.5 hectare garden not only 
re-establishes the historic character of the site 
with its water channels, planted terraces and 
pavilions, but it also provides the population of 
Kabul with a space for recreation and cultural 
events. Since 2007, various facilities - including 
a swimming pool, playground, garden pavilion, 
caravanserai and Queen’s Palace complex have 
been in public use.

Following an agreement between Kabul 
Municipality, the Ministry of Information 
& Culture and the AKDN in early 2008, the 
Baghe Babur Trust was established and given 
responsibility to oversee operations of the 
rehabilitated garden as a public amenity. A 
Garden Management Team ensured the effective 
upkeep and operation of the site, while a Board 
provided strategic and policy oversight. In 
addition to generating employment in the area, 
the restoration resulted in an increase in visitor 
numbers to the site, which by the end of 2012 
had reached 2.5 million visitors. Since 2010, 
the garden has become self-sustainable, with 
revenue required for its maintenance being 
generated through the operations of the site.

A 16th century painting showing Babur entering one of his gardens, Victoria & Albert Museum Students of Kabul University visiting Babur’s Garden, AKTC, 2006

A performance of traditional attan dance during new year festivities in the garden, AKTC, 2009

A swimming facility was constructed on the garden, AKTC, 2008

A painting from the Baburnama 

Mughal festivities held in a garden

Cultural programs are frequently held within the various buildings or outdoor spaces of Babur’s Garden, AKTC, 2008The secondary landscape was designed according to local traditions, AKTC, 2006
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: QUEEN’S PALACE HISTORY

     QUEEN’S PALACE HISTORY

Following the tradition set by his Timurid forbearers, Babur seems to have 
camped in the gardens he laid out through his empire. The Queen’s Palace, built 
in the 1890s by Amir Abdur Rahman Khan was, therefore, the first permanent 
residential structure in the garden. Designed to provide private quarters for 
the royal family, the complex is arranged around a central courtyard that 
overlooks the southern terraces of the garden and the chardeh plains beyond. 

Historic photographs show other structures along the terrace north of the 
Palace, but these were demolished during the reign of Nader Shah, when the 
garden was also first opened to the public. Used as a residence for the German 
delegation during the First World War, the Palace subsequently served as a 
school and a military post, before being looted and burnt during the conflict 
in 1993/94.

Interior view of the Queen’s Palace, Bibliotheca Afghanica, 1902 

The courtyard of the Queen’s Palace, Oskar von Niedermayer, 1910

The upper terraces of Babur’s Garden showing the partially collapsed perimeter wall and the Queen’s Palace, Wilhelm Rieck, 1922 

Part of the northern elevation of the Queen’s Palace, A.E. Engler, 1940 
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: QUEEN’S PALACE CONSERVATION

The Queen’s Palace at Babur’s Garden after reconstruction, AKTC, 2007

The Queen’s Palace at Babur’s Garden during consolidation, AKTC, 2005

The Queen’s Palace at Babur’s Garden before restoration, Jolyon Leslie, 1994
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: QUEEN’S PALACE CONSERVATION

Main hall of the Queen’s Palace prior to restoration, AKTC, 2003

Main hall of the Queen’s Palace after restoration, AKTC, 2007

The brick masonry hammam prior to restoration, AKTC, 2003

The brick masonry hammam prior to restoration, AKTC, 2007 A typical room in the northern range of the building after restoration, AKTC, 2008An internal view of newly constructed vaults, AKTC, 2010

A typical room in the northern range of the building prior to restoration, AKTC, 2003
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BAGH-E BABUR, KABUL: PUBLIC PROGRAMS & EVENTS

     THE QUEEN’S PALACE AS VENUE

Throughout the course of the restoration of the Babur 
Garden, the ruined Queen’s Palace served as a venue for 
public functions, such as a performance in 2005 by Afghan 
actors of Shakespeare’s ‘Love’s Labour’s Lost’ in Dari. 
This event took place in the Palace courtyard in front of an 
audience of several hundred people. In 2006, a series of 
design workshops were held with children to develop ideas 
for a play space that was later constructed in the garden.

 Since the reconstruction was completed in 2008, the 
Queen’s Palace has been used for a wide variety of cultural and 
social events and generates significant levels of revenue for 
the garden operation. The exhibition ‘Afghanistan Observed 
1830-1920’, which displayed historic photographs from the 
collection of the British Library, attracted more than 26,000 
visitors during its six-week run in 2010. In the same year, a 
number of musical recitals presenting AKTC’s research on 
regional folk music styles were performed in front of large 
audiences in the palace courtyard. In March 2012 the Baghe 
Babur Trust opened a new public restaurant situated in the 
main dining room of the late 19th century building. In 2012, 
The Queen’s Palace and Babur Gardens further served as 
the Kabul venue for a renowned international contemporary 
art exhibition - dOCUMENTA (13) - exhibiting the works of 
23 international and national artists. In 2013, a public exhibit 
of miniatures and manuscripts dating to the Mughal period 
was put on public display.

A public recital of music from Badakhshan, Simon Norfolk, 2010

Public performances are held regularly at the garden, Corrine Jaber, 2005 The garden is a key facility in promoting  culture, Corrine Jaber, 2005A rendition of Shakespeare’s ‘Loves Labors Lost’, Corrine Jaber, 2005

The public exhibit of ‘The Mughals: Art, Culture and Empire’ was organized  in collaboration with the British Library and attracted more than 80,000 visitors, AKTC, 2013Display of contemporary art exhibits in the context of  ‘dOCUMENTA 13’ at the Queen’s Palace, AKTC, 2012

Film festivals held at the restored palace, AKTC, 2013Educational programs are organized around exhibitions, AKTC, 2016The promenade at the base of the Queen’s Palace is frequently used for outdoor events, 2012
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