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D. Fairchild Ruggles

When His Highness the Aga Khan gave Nelson Byrd Woltz Land-

scape Architects (NBW) the commission to design an Islamic 

garden for the University of Alberta’s Devonian Botanic Garden 

in Edmonton (Canada), His Highness insisted that the firm’s 

principal, Thomas Woltz, go to see the great historic Islamic and 

especially Mughal gardens. Thus, before beginning to plan the 

new garden, Woltz went to Cairo to see Azhar Park and to India 

to see the majestic Taj Mahal and nearby Ram Bagh on the banks 

of the Yamuna River in Agra. The itinerary included Fatehpur 

Sikri, Deeg Water Palace, Amber Fort and, in Delhi, the Red Fort, 

Humayun’s Tomb and the adjacent Sunder Nursery – the last two 

being conservation projects sponsored and undertaken by the 

Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC).1 In this way, the new Edmon-

ton garden – which at that point was nothing more than a hope 

and a concept – was from the beginning intentionally connected 

to historical precedents half a world away.

Islamic gardens are renowned for the geometrical precision 

and clarity of their four-part plans, the taming of uneven terrain 

through flat stepped terraces and the exuberant water displays 

that contrast sharply with the arid land that usually surrounds 

such gardens. Particularly in the Islamic landscape, water is 

a primary element. It appears as a vertical jet in fountains, a 

reflective surface in rectangular pools, a complex texture as it 

flows over scalloped stone slabs called chadars, or running in 

channels that give axial structure to the space (see pp. 262–263).

Many of the gardens Woltz saw were of the classic type 

called a chahar-bagh (‘four gardens’) in which the enclosed 

garden was divided into quadrants by cross-axially arrayed water 

channels or pathways | 2 |. In observing the classic layout and 

elements of the gardens, Woltz took especial note of the forces 

that generated those forms, specifically the way that the need 

for irrigation in agriculture produced the axial water channels 

| 1 | Plan of the Islamic Garden at the Devonian Botanic Garden, Edmonton, Canada. 

| 2 | Water cascades over a chadar at Humayun’s Tomb, Delhi, India.
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that divided the land into individual bedded plots, and the way 

that the need to store water produced the reflecting pools and 

cisterns. Thus, while he saw the gardens as visually beautiful 

designs, he also looked at them as representations of trans-

formative landscape processes. This was an important insight 

because, in many ways, the designed garden tells a story ‘about’ 

landscape: the story of overcoming aridity in the desert or the 

story of how melting snow rushes down a mountainside to a val-

ley lake. To tell new stories successfully, the landscape architect 

has to be able to read the existing landscape and imagine how 

the narrative of water management, plant cultivation and land 

shaping can be told. Moreover, the architect cannot simply reit-

erate the story of another place but must communicate some-

thing important about ‘this’ place, whether it be Cairo, Delhi or 

Edmonton.

With the Devonian Botanic Garden’s Islamic Garden | 1 |, the 

goal was to tell the story of the Edmonton landscape while at the 

same time forging a connection between contemporary Alberta 

and the Islamic world of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

so that the garden would evoke recognizable Islamic forms in 

modern terms. Woltz explained: “We were asked to look beyond 

the bounds of the traditional Islamic garden and to develop 

ideas that could bring a new kind of relevancy in the twenty-first 

century”.2 His Highness called for “the most beautiful space 

which man can create using the best of our earth’s features”.

The challenge faced by Woltz and NBW project manager Breck 

Gastinger was how to enter into such a distinguished tradition of 

garden-making without resorting to copy or pastiche. Further-

more, since the garden was to be part of a public park, it had to 

be appealing in all four seasons of the year.

To make a garden in Edmonton with its extreme climate 

conditions, sandy soil and limited plant palette, and with the 

mandate that it should offer opportunities for community 

socialization as well as privacy, required a reconceptualization 

of the Islamic garden as a public park.3 The new Islamic garden 

is located within the seventy-six-hectare site of the Devonian 

Botanic Garden (established by the University of Alberta in 

1959). The area, called the Alberta Parkland Region, has broad 

expanses of prairie with shallow surface depressions in ancient 

sand dunes that form ‘pothole wetlands’. It experiences hot 

summers and extremely cold winters with temperatures aver-

aging – 8 to – 12° C, the chill intensified by strong winds.  Winter 

is not unknown in the Islamic garden: after all, gardens in Kabul 

and Kashmir flourish in cold climates. But Edmonton is at a 

latitude 20 degrees north of those and thus, while the winter 

season itself was not a challenge, the extremity of the cold and 

the limitations that it places on the available plant palette has 

required imagining the Islamic garden in different terms | 3 |. The 

designers could not simply copy existing historic gardens but 

had to find new solutions appropriate for Canada.

In designing an Islamic garden for four seasons, Woltz and 

Gastinger are drawing upon the expertise of the Devonian 

Botanic Gardens horticultural staff to identify plants that will 

flourish despite the extreme cold and sandy soil of the Devonian 

site. But the bar is set higher than simply the garden’s survival; 

it has to be a place of pleasure and beauty in all four seasons of 

the year. Thus they have searched for plants that offer colourful 

winter berries, evergreen foliage and that are attractive for their 

shape or bark colouring even during winter’s dormancy. The 
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garden’s structure must be bold enough that it will be recogniz-

able under a layer of snow.

The Islamic Garden is laid out in three parts: woodland val-

ley, central court and pond framed by an orchard | 5 |. From a 

natural rise at its south-west end, it unfolds in rectangular ter-

races down to Calla Pond, a natural collection basin belonging 

to the hydraulic system that includes the wetlands area beyond 

the site to the north. Surrounded on all sides by a lush backdrop 

of semi-wild forest, the Garden appears as a calm oasis in a sea 

of green. On the highest point of the rise stands a pavilion that 

enjoys a sweeping vista of the Islamic Garden along its main axis 

and, from its back face, opens onto an intimate clearing with 

a path that leads through the woods to the Japanese Garden 

(added to the Devonian Botanical Garden in 1978). Inside the 

pavilion, water emerges from a fountain and runs in a channel 

embedded in the floor – a playful illusionistic device found in 

many Mughal pavilions that inverts expectations by bringing an 

outdoor ‘spring’ indoors. The stream flows through a stone-lined 

channel that broadens to a rectangular stream as it drops from 

one terrace level to the next via dynamic chadars | 4 |. It fills a 

square basin in the chahar-bagh on the lower level, and then 

falls gently into Calla Pond. At that liminal moment, it transitions 

from a highly structured rectilinear scheme to a looser, curving, 

more apparently naturalistic design. Calla Pond’s surface will 

rise and fall depending on the seasonal water levels, retaining its 

wetland character. A pump circulates the water up to the top-

most level to feed the fountain, but the water itself is a natural 

resource that is stored in the pond below. Thus, as the garden 

is nestled into an existing context, it actively participates in the 

environmental process of water catchment. Moreover, it makes 

that process visible through the stone framing that formalizes 

and draws attention to the channelized stream, the water’s cas-

cade, the pond’s rim.

As Woltz studied the great historic Mughal gardens (which 

included gardens made by other princely families of India dur-

ing the era of Mughal rule) as well as the twenty-first-century 

Azhar Park in Cairo, he looked beyond the visual appeal of the 

forms and began to develop a concept based on process and 

productivity. He explained the importance of “looking at the 

roots of those iconic gardens and finding that the constructs of 

| 3 | The Calla Pond of the Devonian Botanic Garden in late summer. 

| 4 | Water connects the major garden spaces along the spine of the Central Rill. 

| 5 | The Upper Terrace provides vistas across the Central Court to the 

 reconstructed Calla Pond and bustan beyond.
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the Islamic garden – the simple conveyance of water, rill, cistern, 

tank, sunken beds – were about the modulation, stewardship 

and ‘care’ for water”. The enormous, extravagant gardens of the 

Taj Mahal and others came from the careful management and 

display of a singularly precious resource. The tending of plants, 

the organization of discrete cultivation plots, the introduction of 

water in channels to irrigate the planted beds were all processes 

derived from the working agricultural landscape.4

However, at the Devonian site, the problem was not the 

acquisition of water in an arid context but its abundance in a 

wetland context. The designers observed that the same system 

that was developed historically to obtain, store and transport 

water in conditions of scarcity could also be used to drain it 

and manage it in conditions of plenitude. It was because of this 

understanding of the garden as a process, rather than a set of 

interchangeable visual forms, that led Woltz to think critically 

about not what an ideal Islamic garden should look like, but 

what an actual garden ‘does’. The design team was thus able to 

reactivate a key process, inverting a system designed to bring 

water to an arid landscape, by using the same techniques to 

drain the land in wetland conditions and control erosion.

A significant element in the Devonian Islamic Garden is 

the bustan, a term meaning ‘orchard’ with associations of 

productivity and fertility. The bustan, which is aligned along the 

sides of Calla Pond, contains fruit trees – the cherry, apple, 

plum and pear are cold-climate natives – that begin in formal 

rows but gradually melt into the forest on the north-western 

edge. But this modern Islamic garden does more than appeal 

to the eyes and produce edible fruit: it can make a significant 

 contribution to its regional ecology, as did the gardens of the 

past through their water management practices that trans-

formed bare desert into beautiful and productive groves of palm 

and olive trees.

In the province of Alberta, the most pressing conservation 

issue pertains to the effects of tar sands mining and its impact 

on wetland infrastructure. The standard method in mineral 

extraction is to strip the land surface and rebuild the marshes 

elsewhere, a problematic practice because, as Woltz points out: 

“Wetlands occur where they ‘need’ to occur”. As a response that 

encourages remediation and contributes to wetland restoration, 

the Islamic Garden’s bustan will include diverse native plants in 

such abundance that the seed can be gathered to provide stock 

for planting new wetlands. In this way, the model of an Islamic 

garden that NBW is proposing for the twenty-first century is 

one that engages actively and beneficially with its environment, 

whether it be in Edmonton or Agra. Gastinger says: “It is exciting 

| 6 | The Central Court is based on the idea of the chahar-bagh, or fourfold garden.
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to think about the Islamic garden as a machine of ecological 

change and improvement. The flexibility of that structure allows 

it to adapt to radically different topographies, situations and 

horticulture.” Whether responding to aridity, flood or ecological 

adversity, the garden can be a healthful place for its human visit-

ors as well as a means of helping the larger regional landscape 

recover from environmental stress.

The emphasis on process and productivity offers a slightly 

different perspective than one that contemplates leisure and 

repose (an attribute of the garden of paradise). In thinking about 

the differences between historic and contemporary Islamic gar-

dens, Woltz asked: “What makes us happy in the present? Hearts 

may be uplifted by leisure, beauty and the sense of well-being 

that accrues when we do good, and that can happen when we 

engage productively with the world around us, caring for and 

curating the world of creation.” In this respect the garden has 

an important social dimension as well, as a tool for cultural 

dialogue that will unite diverse publics now and into the future 

through the shared experience of nature at its most  graceful. 

Richard Pogue Harrison, in his 2008 book, Gardens, writes mov-

ingly about humanity and history: 

“We inhabit relatively permanent worlds that precede our 

birth and outlast our death, binding the generations together 

in a historical continuum… Work builds the world that makes 

us historical. The historical world in turn serves as the stage for 

human action, the deeds and speech from which human beings 

realize their potential for freedom and affirm their dignity in the 

radiance of the public square.”5

With the chahar-bagh as its centrepiece and the perfor-

mance of water as a primary player in its narrative drama | 6 |, the 

Islamic Garden at the Devonian Botanic Garden evokes the great 

Mughal gardens of history. In so doing, it promises profound 

beauty and pleasure to its visitors. Yet, as a site for seed propa-

gation that has the potential to help heal contemporary land-

scapes damaged by exploitation, it acknowledges the ecologic-

al continuum that binds generations worldwide and promises 

good stewardship. In this it echoes past gardens while providing 

for the present and, indeed, the future.

Endnotes

 1 The conservation of Humayun’s 

Tomb-Garden was completed in 

March 2003 as a joint project of 

AKTC and the Archaeological Sur-

vey of India (ASI), under the aegis 

of the National Culture Fund. The 

Sunder Nursery project, begun 

in 2007, is supported by AKTC, 

the Aga Khan Foundation, ASI, 

the Central Public Works Depart-

ment of Delhi and the Municipal 

Corporation of Delhi. Azhar Park 

in Cairo was an extensive park 

design and social rehabilitation 

project by AKTC that opened in 

2005 (see http://www.akdn.org/

hcp/).

 2 All quotations and information 

from the designers are from 

an interview conducted by the 

author on 17 March 2014 with 

Thomas Woltz, principal of Nel-

son Byrd Woltz Landscape Archi-

tects (NBW), and project manager 

and Senior Associate Breck 

Gastinger.

 3 The landscape architecture firm 

Nelson Byrd Woltz has created 

major parks in the United States

  for the Coastal Maine Botanic 

Garden, the Bok Tower Botanic 

Garden in Florida, Citygarden in 

St Louis (Missouri), Memorial Park 

in Houston, Centennial Park in 

Nashville, Hudson Yards in New 

York City and Lafon Park in New 

Orleans. In New Zealand, the firm 

recently completed a 100 year 

master plan for Cornwall Park in 

Auckland.

 4 The agricultural landscape as a 

historic source of garden design 

is developed in D. Fairchild 

Ruggles, Islamic Gardens and 

Landscapes, University of Penn-

sylvania Press, Philadelphia, 2008, 

chapter 2.

 5 Richard Pogue Harrison, Gar-

dens: An Essay on the Human 

Condition, University of Chicago 

Press, Chicago, 2008, chapter 

1, especially pp. 9–10. Woltz was 

reading this book while touring 

India to see its great Mughal-era 

gardens.
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