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Parks and Gardens
 CAMERON RASHT I

The parks and gardens portfolio of the Historic Cities Programme has broadened in 

response to the dire shortage of quality open space for communities in historic districts. 

These projects, however recent in creation or rehabilitation, draw attention to some almost 

lost traditions of environmental works in historic settlements, whether mobilized by royal 

patrons, municipalities or local communities, which demonstrate the value of proper 

stewardship of our public spaces. This endeavour, linking urban and rural settlements in 

a common goal, indicates the vital need for people to shape their physical environment 

in a responsible, hospitable and sustainable manner.

The Project Portfolio

A major environmental rehabilitation project in the heart of Old Cairo, the site of the present 

Azhar Park, was a major impetus to the further engagement of the Aga Khan Trust for 

Culture (AKTC) in demonstrating the vital role of public open spaces in the rehabilitation 

and enhancement of historic districts. The size and diversity of AKTC’s parks portfolio by 

the end of 2011 is, in large part, a refl ection of the results of this project type, fi rst in Cairo 

and then in other locations illustrated in this publication, evidencing the positive change 

processes these environmental projects can and have set in motion. It is useful to briefl y 

summarize the contents of this portfolio prior to explaining the rationale behind a family 

of unique yet related projects.

 At present, the park projects portfolio includes three gardens that are located within 

heritage sites: Humayun’s Tomb and Garden in Delhi; Forodhani Park in the Stone Town, 

Zanzibar; and Babur’s Garden in Kabul. The fi rst two are within World Heritage Sites, 

while the latter has an application underway for such designation. Three park projects 

(Azhar Park, Cairo; the National Park of Mali, Bamako; and Khorog City Park, Tajikistan) 

are in central city sites that have cultural signifi cance. Two more such park projects are 

underway: Sunder Nursery in Delhi and Bab Qinessrine Park in Aleppo. The Historic Cities 

Programme (HCP) has recently begun work on two further park spaces within largely 

natural settings covering even more expansive areas of land: Nairobi City Park in Kenya 

and Phase II of the National Park of Mali.

Urban Regeneration and Community Development

A number of factors unite these projects despite their diverse locations, while other elem-

ents differentiate them. The point here is not to dissect each project from a topological 

and morphological perspective. In a broader context, HCP is interested in questions 

such as what role do parks such as these play in urban regeneration and community 

redevelopment ? Do park projects such as these transcend environmental rehabilitation 

Top and middle, water is a fundamental 

feature in HCP park creation, 

as seen here at Azhar Park in Cairo. 

Bottom, the new Sports Centre 

at Bamako’s National Park of Mali.

Opposite page:

A view from the elevated walkway of the 

Caravanserai of Bagh-e Babur in Kabul 

shows visitors to the garden walking up the 

central axis towards the Garden Pavilion.
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Gardens in Historic Islamic Settlements

Parks and gardens in many of the regions where AKTC has been active are intact and 

coherent sets of landscape design. They usually stem from the vision of a patron or 

landowner and were developed through the use of skilled local artisans employing 

‘hardscape’ and ‘softscape’ materials. Careful research and surveying provides fuller 

understanding not only of the fi nal expression of the composition but also, over time, of 

the incremental development of large works.

 Environmental design was an active fi eld practiced in all of the areas concerned. 

Programme work has witnessed that these interventions included hillside retention sys-

tems and terracing, and the development of elaborate water conduits, as well as large 

man-made lakes. Environmental design, as seen in historic cases, has occasionally 

been concerned with astronomical observations and assemblies were laid out with precise 

measurement techniques, often involving the carefully calculated control of slopes for 

water fl ow. Well-known layouts in historic gardens, such as the chahar-bagh, demonstrate 

a facility for combining aesthetic and practical design aspects in a balanced mode. 

Forms that vary from the prevalent geometric and romantic gardens of the Western world 

reveal strong differences in the relative role of reason and nature in design. 2

 

Historic Areas and Their Environmental Context

Environmental design can be seen as playing an infl uential role in the contexts of historic 

districts and monuments in the Islamic world. 3 Monuments are often found in the midst 

of open space and these spaces sometimes have afforded critical buffer zones between 

historic fabric and the expansive urban area beyond.

Left, a terraced water channel and pools 

lead to the Garden Pavilion in Bagh-e Babur 

in Kabul.

Right, a view of the entrance gate after the 

gardens of Humayun’s Tomb were restored.

People stroll along the main axis 

of Azhar Park in Cairo, with the Citadel 

in the background.

in the sense of a restricted physical undertaking ? What impact can such parks have on 

urban planning and design as a practice ? How does a municipality ensure that a large 

park facility remains maintained and sustainable in the long run ? In the course of con-

ceptualizing, implementing and then operating these diverse projects, HCP has acquired 

encouraging feedback from these very ‘real world’ prototype situations that affi rm the 

vital importance of such initiatives, not only in general urban environments but even 

more so in historic urban settings. It is benefi cial to consider briefl y the origin of many of 

the formal parks and gardens showcased in this publication.

The Role of Patrons in the Historic Development of Parks

The role of royal patrons in the creation of historically important pleasure gardens in 

many parts of the world is well documented. In the Islamic world this involvement may 

have reached its apex in the series of gardens created by the Mughals, starting with 

Babur and extended by Humayun and his descendents, two legacies with which AKTC 

has become engaged and that are described in the Case Studies (pp. 78–85, 168–179).

 Historians of these gardens make reference to the importance of patterns and geometry 

and the presence of water features in setting the scene of visual and micro-climatic relief 

from a hostile exterior world. Such gardens are typically enclosed with high walls for 

protection and isolation, creating an inner oasis in contrast to the outer world. In this manner, 

the garden serves as a larger manifestation of the courtyard, a domestic analogy. As 

described by Jonas Lehrman:

 “The Islamic garden performs many functions. Whether under customary private 

ownership or for occasional public use, it is enclosed and protected, and affords privacy. 

Throughout most of the Islamic world, it offers relief from the stress of intense heat, while 

its beauty enhances the quality of living. Terraces, canals and tanks meet the demands 

of horticulture and irrigation, while the water also serves a desire for display and sound. 

Fruit trees shade planting on the ground, while fl owers provide fragrance and colour.” 1

 In such domains, gardens have allowed the display of the state of the art at the time of 

horticulture, with multiple species being employed for maximum effect. Typically, terrains 

with multiple terraces were artfully laid out between zones punctuated with canals and 

viewing platforms. It would not be far-fetched to consider these complex gardens as out-

door exhibitions or ‘museums’ of plant life. Many historic accounts confi rm that gardens 

provided inner solace and inspired poetry. Parks and gardens have historically embodied 

a meaning and signifi cance in many of the areas in which they were introduced – often in 

a struggle with a hostile terrain, where rich green spaces did not occur naturally.

 In some cases, gardens created backdrops for impressive architectural monuments, 

such as the Mausoleum of Emperor Humayun in Delhi (see p. 174). Gardens occasionally 

became parts of larger semi-urban complexes, as in Fatehpur Sikri. Here, hydraulic sys-

tems were critical to the success and survival of gardens, with altered river courses and 

unsteady rainfall occasionally presenting post-construction risks.

 At times, there was a lively interaction between different centres of garden design 

and creation, due to trade across vast territories, centralized administration of kingdoms 

and the mobility of craftsmen. Mughal gardens are a case in point, with many traits bor-

rowed and fused from diverse locations. Archaeological site research has confi rmed in 

some projects presented in this volume that the exchange of ideas, motifs and designs 

occurred across important sites.

The image of the garden in its wider 

connections to spirituality and mysticism 

is depicted in the frontispiece from the 

Diwan of Sultan Ibrahim Mirza, Qazvin, 

Iran, 1852. Aga Khan Museum Collection.
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shrines within Asheqan wa Arefan; Herat’s Guzargah complex; and Delhi’s Nizamuddin 

shrine complex); caravanserai; and polo grounds (in Karimabad, northern Pakistan, and 

Faisabad, northern Afghanistan).

 The concept of public goods or ‘social commons’ has lately received increasing atten-

tion in publications on subjects ranging from history and political-economy to ethics, and 

the environment, although this analysis dates in part back to the early twentieth century. 

The notion of the oceans or the atmosphere as being common goods or part of the 

commonwealth of mankind is often evoked in such works. A central concept is that “non-

rival” and “non-excludable” services are public goods and are critical in the avoidance of 

the predicament of “private affl uence, public squalor”. 4 The term is often discussed with 

reference to examples from the Western world with the implication that cases in other 

regions are scarce or non-existent. It is hoped that HCP projects will provide evidence, to the 

contrary, of a range of such common goods created for wide social benefi t in the regions 

concerned. The question is not so much about the existence of historic precedents but, 

rather, why such rich examples are being ignored in the further development of the 

urban environment in these areas.

Urban Landscape: Recovering Marginalized Tracts of Land

With the increase in urban population pressures and land speculation, land, even in 

marginal city areas, has become commoditized, resulting in remaining open space and 

parkland being encroached on or redeveloped. The lack of well-formulated planning 

instruments in some areas has led to insuffi cient land-use control, with open space suf-

fering as a result. While land-use controls for private use usually do not lack support, the 

protection of key public open spaces is often left to well-intending but poorly funded civil 

society groups. The introduction of new infrastructure, particularly transportation systems, 

Above, the garden is laid out in a 

geometric pattern at Lakkarwala Burj 

in Sunder Nursery in Delhi. 

Below, at the Abdullah Ansari Shrine 

in Guzargah, near Herat, extensive 

documentary research has been carried 

out on the historic graves in the courtyard.

While not formally categorized as ‘landscape’, the many instances of ancient walls sur-

rounding historic old cities, such as Cairo, Herat and Lahore, represent massive acts of 

environmental design, enclosing whole cities or districts, creating walled compounds 

within a larger walled territory. AKTC’s projects in such areas have concerned archaeo-

logical investigation, conservation and the development of circuits for public visits. The 

largest of these projects, the Historic Wall of Old Cairo in the vicinity of Azhar Park, exceeds 

one kilometre in length and includes a major promenade and landscaped hillside. Azhar 

Park, thirty hectares in surface area, became the focal point not only of a major environ-

mental rehabilitation in Old Cairo, but also the precursor to an Area Development Project 

(ADP). Thus, environmental design and urban rehabilitation of historic districts in AKTC’s 

portfolio are very much intertwined.

 In the case of waterside settlements and retreats, such as the Stone Town of Zanzibar 

and Khorog City, the cities’ water edge has critical importance from the viewpoint of 

aesthetics as well as an early role in riverine or marine defence systems. In Zanzibar, 

AKTC conserved and restored sections of the historic seawall along Forodhani Park 

fronting the sea over an eighteen-month period. This 400-metre stretch of seawall be-

came an important sub-project of the overall rehabilitation effort for this major urban park 

site, which itself is part of the Stone Town’s World Heritage Site area. In this case, environ-

mental rehabilitation and garden conservation became linked objectives. In the case of 

Khorog, the City Park shares a major perimeter edge with the fast-running Gunt River. 

The river wall became the focus of a large masonry retaining wall engineering system 

combined with protected footpaths for promenades.

 Large urban spaces often served historically as gathering places associated with 

architectural complexes or shrines. Some of their rich variations can be seen through 

HCP projects in the cases of Guzargah, Herat and the Nizamuddin Basti. Examples of 

urban courtyard spaces are well illustrated in the historic beits in Damascus, while more 

three-dimensional examples can be found in the inner courts of remote mountain sites, 

such as Baltit Fort in northern Pakistan.

The Concept of ‘Social Commons’

Reference should be made to the importance of public open spaces in many of the 

historic cities in which the Programme is active, including large squares or maidans. 

These may be partly parks, or partly open multi-purpose spaces. They can be areas in 

and around bazaars; graveyards (Cairo’s City of the Dead; Kabul’s cemeteries and 

Left, children ride the wooden horses in the 

play area in Khorog City Park, Tajikistan.

Right, the restoration of Forodhani Park, 

on the seafront in Zanzibar and one of the 

last open spaces in this densely populated 

World Heritage Site, has been completed.

Bait Nizam is one of the most signifi cant 

courtyard residences constructed during the 

classical Ottoman period in Damascus and 

is one of three palaces being preserved 

and restored.
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important contributions but ones that will need replication and continuous investment by 

municipal authorities in the coming years if environmental degradation is to be reversed 

in the longer term.

 AKTC’s park projects typically include the development of detailed operational plans 

for the maintenance of the rehabilitated or new park spaces once projects are com-

pleted. The park maintenance teams often benefi t from personnel trained during the 

plantation phase of project implementation. Turning the management and operation of 

restored park and open spaces into a subject worthy of planning, organizational devel-

opment and proper budgeting has been a major step forward to safeguarding these 

local environments for the benefi t of their users.

 Completed parks are carefully monitored across a number of factors including park 

visitation levels, local jobs created, linkages to the surrounding neighbourhoods through 

circuits and signage, quality of maintenance, and fi nancial performance. In the case of 

surplus operational funds, these are reinvested, in accordance with the relevant project 

agreement, in the further enhancement of the districts surrounding the park space and 

their communities. In 2010, fi ve of AKTC’s park projects were under operation in metro-

politan centres serving a combined population of twenty-fi ve million people, from Cairo 

to Khorog City. Visitation of these parks crossed the three million mark that same year, a 

fi gure equivalent to twelve per cent of the total population fi gure for the cities involved, 

proof of a fi rm continuing demand for public parks thus far in the twenty-fi rst century.

  

 1 See Jonas Lehrman’s classic treatise on the Islamic garden in Earthly Paradise: Garden and Courtyard in Islam, 

University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1980, p. 31.

 2 Ibid., p. 225.

 3 See D. Fairchild Ruggles, Islamic Gardens and Landscape, University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 2008, 

for a more current anthology of Islamic gardens, historic and contemporary.

 4 John Cassidy, How Markets Fail, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, New York, 2009, p. 34.

 5 N. Ellin, Postmodern Urbanism, Cambridge, MA/Blackwell, Oxford, 1996.

The terrain in the western half of Azhar Park 

in Cairo consists predominantly of steep 

and continuous slopes, running from the 

summit of the hill to the foot of the uncovered 

and restored Historic Wall.

Revenue-generating facilities like the 

Balasoko restaurant will help keep the 

National Park of Mali from becoming 

a fi nancial burden on the municipality.

has sometimes led to the absorption of open space for needed easements or rights of 

way in the name of the larger public good. The lack of a reliable local tax base has resulted 

in park and public spaces in some areas falling into neglect. This can be overcome, 

through the use of modest entry fees and ‘capturing’ some revenues on site through public 

amenities while protecting the otherwise natural aspects of the site. Rehabilitating or creating 

signifi cant public parks or areas around monuments typically requires large investments 

and collaboration with public agencies and the communities involved.

 This is a process that takes time, means and perseverance. While private funding 

and support for large private developments are not lacking in most areas, this is not the 

case for large public developments. More recently, advancements are being seen aided 

in part by the introduction of ‘Public-Private Partnership’ (PPP) arrangements and similar 

forms of collaboration in addition to traditional public funding or grants.

 While semi-agricultural and pastoral activities continue, often within a short distance 

of some metropolitan centres, these are vestiges that are gradually disappearing. It is 

important that smaller and sometimes informal, low-income communities residing in and 

around historic districts have some allocation of proper open space. The traditional 

modes of tipping rubbish on the edges of cities (as was previously the case with Azhar 

Park’s site) need correction without wholesale removal of the existence of open space 

per se. These problems come at a time when modern metropolises are suffering from 

the syndrome of “de-centredness”. 5

 The improvement of environmental conditions in historic areas is a key concern of 

HCP. Better fi eld research and sensitive strategic planning can, with the support of the 

municipal authorities, lead to proper land-use controls for zones of each district. It is im-

portant, too, to avoid inappropriate industrial practices adjacent to residential areas. 

Modern transportation systems are known for their marginalization of urban areas below 

and adjacent to major new lines.

 Good practice, coupled with successful prototypes in environmental design in the 

many historic districts and settlements the Programme has engaged in, are viewed as 

The National Park of Mali seeks to provide 

a much-needed public green space in 

Bamako. It features an interactive cultural 

core zone of 49 hectares and an outer, 

more passive ecological buffer zone of 

54 hectares.


