A F G H A N I S TA N

K ABUL AREA PROGRAMME

BAGH - E BABUR

Bagh-e Babur
K A B U L , A F G H A N I STA N

6
5

4
3

1

Laid out in the early sixteenth century by the Mughal emperor Babur, the site
now known as Bagh-e Babur was rehabilitated between 2002 and 2008. The
natural landscape was central to the life of Babur’s court, and he was buried in
the garden in around 1540. Among his successors, both Jahangir and Shah
Jahan commissioned works on this site, in honour of Babur.
Accounts of nineteenth-century travellers suggest that the garden subsequently fell into disrepair, and its perimeter walls were reportedly damaged in an
earthquake in 1842. Repairs were carried out at the turn of the century, during
the reign of Amir Abdur Rahman Khan, who constructed a complex for use by
his family within the garden. Further transformations took place during the twentieth century, when European-style elements were introduced into the landscape
and a swimming pool and greenhouse were built on an upper terrace. By the
time fighting broke out in Kabul in 1993–94, the character of Bagh-e Babur was
much altered and the site was in a poor state of repair. Situated on the front lines
between factions, the garden and surrounding area was laid waste, and it was
not until 1995 that the clearance of mines could begin, and residents return to
their war-damaged homes.
In 2002 an agreement for the rehabilitation of the eleven-hectare garden was
signed between the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) and the Transitional Afghan Administration. In parallel with clearance of remaining unexploded
ordnance, work began in 2003 on conservation of Babur’s grave enclosure,
which had been significantly altered over time. Apart from the carved headstone
erected by Jahangir in 1607, few original elements survived and the marble enclosure recorded by nineteenth-century travellers had disappeared. Following archaeological excavations, levels around the grave were lowered and a wall rebuilt
around the original grave platform, after removal of a modern concrete structure.
Based on marble fragments found in the grave area, it was then possible to erect
a replica of the marble enclosure around Babur’s grave, inside the walled area.
The war-damaged marble mosque dedicated by Shah Jahan in 1675 was
re-roofed with lime mortar and cracked marble elements were replaced, while
the mihrab wall was refaced with marble in 2004. Among other historic buildings subsequently restored were the nineteenth-century Garden Pavilion and
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The landscaping aims to restore the character

1 Caravanserai Complex
2 Swimming Pool

3 Garden Pavilion
4 Shah Jahan Mosque

5 Babur’s Grave Enclosure
6 Perimeter Wall

7 Queen’s Palace

100 m

of the original garden through the introduction
of flowing water. Above, a water channel is seen
flowing from the Garden Pavilion in the distance.

Opposite page:
The same area is seen during the early stages
of the rehabilitation.

Following pages:
The Kuh-e Sher Darwaza hill settlements provide
a dramatic view of Bagh-e Babur.

Project Scope / Objectives
Documentation, archaeological excavation, grading,
replanting and the installation of irrigation systems
have been undertaken here. The reconstruction of
perimeter walls and the central axis, as well as the
conservation of the Shah Jahan Mosque, was also
involved. The reconstruction of Babur’s grave enclosure, the rehabilitation of the Queen’s Palace and
Pavilion, construction of the Caravanserai and new
swimming pool, and development of an operational
plan and procedures for the site were also carried out.
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Opposite page:
Top, 1.5 kilometres of walls were rebuilt or
repaired around the garden where people
stroll and relax. Stone pathways and
stairs have been laid on either side of
the central axis.

Right, work undertaken since 2002 on
Babur’s marble grave enclosure, which
comprises a central arched opening
flanked by pairs of marble lattice, or jali,
screens, aimed to re-establish the
original character of the grave area,
seen also in section, below.

Phasing

2002 Y 2008

Surveys and project design;
site clearance and grading;
reconstruction of perimeter walls

2002

2003

Archaeological excavations; restoration
of Shah Jahan Mosque; landscaping
and installation of irrigation system;
construction of a Caravanserai

2004

2005

Reconstruction of Babur’s grave
enclosure and central axis;
rehabilitation of Garden Pavilion
and Queen’s Palace;
landscaping and installation of
irrigation

2006

2007

Upon completion of rehabilitation,
a ‘Memorandum of Understanding’
for the formation of the Bagh-e
Babur Trust was signed;
imple -mentation of operational
plan and procedures

2008

5m

Right, the war-damaged marble Mosque
dedicated by Shah Jahan in 1675 was
re-roofed with lime mortar and cracked
marble elements were replaced, while
the mihrab wall was refaced with marble in
2004. A plan and elevation of the Mosque

Along the central axis, water descends
through a series of channels, water chutes
and ponds, before being filtered and
pumped back to the main holding tank
at the base of the Garden Pavilion.

82

the Queen’s Palace, both now in use for public functions. Excavations in the western end
of the garden in 2003 revealed stone foundations of a seventeenth-century gateway,
around which was constructed a Caravanserai complex, using traditional forms and
techniques, which now houses an interpretation centre and other facilities.
It is thought that Babur had massive walls built around the perimeter of his entire
garden and nearly 1.5 kilometres of traditional compacted earth wall were rebuilt or repaired
during 2003 – 04, generating significant employment among residents of the surrounding
neighbourhood.
Archaeological excavations in 2004–05 revealed sections of a marble-lined water
channel and a series of water tanks along the central axis, which provided the basis for
the design and reconstruction of a system that again allows water to flow the length of
the centre of the garden, as it did in Babur’s time.
The landscaping aims to restore the character of the original garden, through the
reintroduction of flowing water and the grading of adjoining terraces that have been
replanted as distinct orchards. Stone pathways and stairs have been laid on either side
of the central axis, which is flanked by an avenue of plane trees, interspersed with pomegranates, apricots, apples, cherries and peaches. Outside this zone, the terraces have
been planted with mulberry, apricot, fig and almond trees, with copses of walnut along
the reconstructed perimeter walls.

are also shown, below.

5m
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Background
B R I E F H I S TO RY O F P RO J E C T S I T E

The garden was laid out in the early 16th century by
the founder of the Mughal empire, Babur, who was
buried on the site in 1540. His successors continued to
enhance and invest in the site which, by the mid 19th
century, seems to have fallen into disrepair. Some 50
years later, several new buildings were constructed
and, through to the 1940s, parts of the historic landscape were transformed in imitation of European gardens. Already in a poor state of repair, both monuments and landscape were badly damaged during
fighting in 1993 – 94. Following minor repairs in the late
1990s, a comprehensive rehabilitation programme
was initiated in 2002.

Challenges

risk. Repairs have been made to a local water network
supplied from wells in the garden, and key sections of
drains upgraded, but more investments are required if
access to basic infrastructure for residents of wardamaged neighbourhoods in District 7 is to improve
significantly.
AC C E S S TO O P E N S PAC E

The destruction of Bagh-e Babur denied residents of
Kabul access to what had been one of the city’s largest
public open spaces.
B U I LD I N G C O N D I T I O N S

Families continue to invest in the self-built reconstruction
and repair of war-damaged housing, which is largely
traditional, but overcrowding is common and living
conditions are generally poor.

neighbourhood planning exercises with municipal
staff and others have contributed to the development
of capacity within counterpart institutions.
C O N T R AC T I N G M E T H O D S

With the exception of two subcontracts for specific
tasks within Bagh-e Babur, all works have been carried
out with direct labour recruited (usually from the resident
community) and supervised by AKTC professional
staff. Upgrading work undertaken by AKTC in District 7
between 2002 and 2008 generated some 400,000
workdays of labour, in addition to that generated from
the rehabilitation of the garden.
R E LE VA N T C O D E S/S TA N DA R D S A D O P T E D

Significant Issues and Impact

All conservation work has been undertaken in accordance with the relevant international charters and
Afghan domestic law. The formulation of operational
procedures drew on documented examples of similar
types of site management elsewhere in the region.

DATA C O LLE C T I O N /S U RV E YS

E X T E R N A L AS S E S S M E N T

Baseline surveys have been conducted in District 7
since 2005, while the profile of visitors to Bagh-e Babur
is recorded through regular interviews. Over the past four
years, during and since the completion of the rehabilitation, the garden has been visited by some 800,000
visitors.

A dossier for the possible inclusion of Bagh-e Babur
on the World Heritage List is being prepared by UNESCO
consultants.

M AS T E R P L A N N I N G P RO C E S S

P U B LI C PA R T N E RS

The Kabul Metropolitan Area Plan foresees District 7
remaining a largely residential area, with a light industrial zone designated to the south of Bagh-e Babur.
Despite the provisions of this and previous Master
Plans, however, growth continues in an ad hoc manner
and changes in land use remain unchecked.

Kabul Municipality, Ministry of Information and Culture.

SITE CONDITIONS

The presence of unexploded ordnance in Bagh-e Babur
and the surrounding area posed an initial challenge,
as did encroachments against the perimeter walls of
the garden and the need to keep the site open to the
public during the course of the rehabilitation work.
DEMOGRAPHICS

Having been largely depopulated, the residential
neighbourhoods in the environs of Bagh-e Babur are
now home to some 28,000 people. With an urban
growth rate in Kabul of 5%, there is growing pressure
on land and housing across the city, with indications
that residential densities (recorded in 2007 to be 290
persons/hectare) in District 7 continue to rise.

the weather to relax in the garden of
Bagh-e Babur, where the enhancement
of craft skills, including weaving (above
right), is encouraged.

Below, a view from the upper terrace of
Bagh-e Babur reveals the restored Garden
Pavilion and Shah Jahan Mosque, while,
on the right, the swimming pool, relocated
during the restoration process, is a popular
attraction in the warmer months.

In parallel with the garden rehabilitation, support has been provided for improvements in
living conditions for the 10,000 residents of the surrounding neighbourhoods, through
community-managed upgrading of storm-water drainage, water supplies and access. In
2007 a series of vocational training courses for women and men were initiated, in order
to contribute to improving household livelihoods in the district.
Upon completion of the rehabilitation work, the signature in early 2008 of a ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ between Kabul Municipality, the Ministry of Information and
Culture and AKDN paved the way for the formation of the independent Bagh-e Babur
Trust, which now operates the garden. Revenue derived from the growing numbers of
visitors to the garden and the hire of restored facilities is used to meet the costs of the
operation.
Many visitors to Bagh-e Babur remark on how it represents for them a symbol of
cultural recovery in Afghanistan: the challenge is to retain the unique character of the
landscape and monuments while ensuring continued access to the public.

More than a third of households rely on wages from
daily casual labour for their primary income, and less
than a third of households report having a secondary
income. Fewer than 5% of families report having any
savings.

PLANNING ISSUES

S TAT U S O F H E A LT H A N D E D U CAT I O N

H I S TO R I C B U I LD I N G S/ M O N U M E N T S C O N S E RV E D

While there are few public health facilities in District 7,
access to education is not a major specific challenge,
with a number of large schools operational. Despite
this, nearly a quarter of children resident in the District
do not attend school. Nearly half of household heads
in the settlement around Bagh-e Babur are illiterate.

Among the monuments conserved during the course
of the project are Babur’s grave enclosure; Shah Jahan
Mosque; Queen’s Palace; Garden Pavilion and the noonday gun platform; and Burj e Wazir in Guzargah Village.
All of the major buildings within Bagh-e Babur have been
restored or reconstructed, and are in regular use.

AVA I L A B I LI T Y O F D R I N K I N G WAT E R
A N D P RO P E R SA N I TAT I O N FAC I LI T I E S

N E W B U I LD I N G FAC I LI T I E S

Only 15% of residents have access to a piped water
source (often a public standpipe), while others rely on
shallow wells, many of which are contaminated. Nearly
all families rely on traditional pit latrines, with more
than a quarter of residents sharing these and washing
facilities with others.
E N V I RO N M E N TA L C O N C E R N S

As elsewhere in Kabul, the depletion of groundwater
resources remains a concern, and efforts are being
made to recycle waste water for irrigation in Bagh-e
Babur. In the context of limited collection of domestic
waste by the Municipality, most of this is now disposed
of in the Kabul River.
I N F R AS T RU C T U R E

While investments have been made in storm-water
drains on the slopes above Bagh-e Babur, the growth
of illegal settlement in this area poses a continuing
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P R I VAT E PA R T N E RS

Property owners, NGOs.
C O M M U N I T Y PA R T N E RS

Community representatives.

H O U S E H O LD E C O N O M Y

Above, people take advantage of

Partners

Drawing on the results of physical and social surveys,
a number of joint neighbourhood planning exercises
have been initiated in District 7, involving community
representatives and municipal staff.

New construction includes the Caravanserai (housing
the Bagh-e Babur visitor centre and other functions)
and a public swimming pool and related facilities situated outside the precinct of the garden.
C O M M U N I T Y I N VO LV E M E N T/ P RO G R A M M E

Building on experience gained during communitymanaged upgrading between 2003 and 2006, a number
of small-scale enterprises were established in 2007, with
the objective of contributing to household incomes in
the neighbourhood.
VO CAT I O N A L T R A I N I N G /CA PAC I T Y B U I LD I N G

In order to address the initial lack of conservation experience, the Bagh-e Babur rehabilitation project served
as a platform for the development of skills among
Afghan craftsmen and professionals. This has been
followed since 2007 by community training initiatives
in District 7, where carpentry and tailoring workshops
have been established with AKTC support. Survey and

Donors
Federal Republic of Germany, Royal Norwegian
Embassy, United States Embassy, Save the Children.

Authoritative Framework
‘Memorandum of Understanding’ between Kabul Municipality, the Ministry of Information and Culture and
AKDN signed in 2002, covering the rehabilitation of
Bagh-e Babur and upgrading measures in District 7. A
tripartite ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ was signed
in 2008 between the same parties. The purpose of this
agreement was to establish terms for a joint programme
aimed at the effective management and upkeep of
Bagh-e Babur.

