


A Garden in Toronto: 

The Design of Vladimir Djurovic

Unto those who do right shall be given an excellent reward 

in this world; but the dwelling of the next life shall be better; 

and happy shall be the dwelling of the pious! Namely, gardens of 

eternal abode, into which they shall enter; rivers shall flow 

beneath the same; therein shall they enjoy whatever they wish. 

Thus will God recompense the pious.

Qur’an, Sura :–
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A Garden in Toronto: The Design of Vladimir Djurovic

Left, a sketch by Vladimir Djurovic for 

the gardens near the Museum, showing the 

Ismaili Centre in the background.

Above, the sound of water accompanies the 

other sounds and smells of the gardens in an 

almost tangible way in this image.

An international competition was held to select the landscape architect who would 

be given the task of uniting the Aga Khan Museum designed by Fumihiko Maki and 

the Ismaili Centre designed by Charles Correa on the seven-hectare site selected in 

Toronto for both institutions. The young Lebanese architect Vladimir Djurovic was 

chosen over far better known figures. Djurovic, a cosmopolitan figure who owes 

his name to his Serbian father, states the goals of his scheme in direct terms: “The 

competition covered the entire Wynford Drive site, and was an ideal exploration 

platform in search of the most appropriate solutions that could address the complex 

challenges of the site and the brief. In the midst of highly charged surroundings, we 

sought to unify and integrate the architectural volumes and provide open, welcoming 

spaces for all, while maintaining privacy. We also sought to create a platform for 

education that inspires and unifies without alienating or segregating, and a serene 

environment where contemplation finds spirituality.”¹

Though he is clearly inspired by modern landscape design as much as by the 

past, Vladimir Djurovic continues: “Our vision for the project is one that captures the 

essence of the Islamic garden and translates it into an expression that reflects its 

context and contemporary age. Embracing the five senses as the means to reach 

the soul, every space and every garden are imbued with the delicate sensations that 

we seem to have lost in this fast-paced era. The ephemeral and the eternal are both 

essential to our composition of spaces. Shadows, light, petals, leaves and water 

in motion are complemented by the solidity and purity of created forms. All is not 
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An almost minimalist pattern of reflecting 

pools and trees will separate the Ismaili Centre, 

seen to the rear of this rendering, and the 

Aga Khan Museum.
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Birch trees surrounded by a broken stone circle 

that appears to be inspired by the work of the 

sculptor Richard Long mark one area in the 

gardens surrounding the Museum.

at once apparent; the garden reveals itself slowly to the visitor, who experiences 

hidden aspects with serendipity.” Being the designer who has to navigate the space 

between two such well-known architects as Maki and Correa cannot be simple, but 

Djurovic has succeeded in creating “a unique, harmonious and welcoming garden with 

two landmark buildings in it. The garden,” he says, “could be viewed as fluctuating 

between formal spaces around the buildings and informal spaces as one moves 

away.” Djurovic continues: “One of the main roles of the landscape scheme was to 

merge and compliment the architectural direction set forth by the two buildings. Their 

programme, interior spaces and architectural spirit had to be seamlessly extended 

into the outdoors, while striving to come up with one unified environment for the 

enjoyment of the public. The reading of two structures embedded in a memorable 
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The ‘simplicity’ expressed in the work 

of Vladimir Djurovic in Toronto can also be 

seen here in another of his projects, the 

Bassil Mountain Escape (Faqra, Lebanon).

park was always a main aspiration of His Highness the Aga Khan for this project. The 

Museum’s architecture, and its evolution since inception, has been a major source of 

inspiration for our gardens. Its resounding presence, yet simplicity and delicacy, had 

to be reflected and complemented in our outdoor spaces. The surrounding gardens 

nestle the Museum into its site, and further amplify its experience through its arrival 

sequence and formal layout.”²

Vladimir Djurovic was born to a Serbian father and a Lebanese mother in . 

He received a degree in Horticulture from Reading University in England in  and 

his Master’s degree in Landscape Architecture from the University of Georgia in , 

after having worked with the large landscape firm EDAW in Atlanta. Vladimir Djurovic 

Landscape Architecture (VDLA) was created in  in Beirut, and has practiced an 
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intriguing mixture of minimalist architecture and landscape design since then, in 

particular for numerous private clients. Djurovic admits to being attracted to the 

craftsmanship of the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor, or to the ways in which the 

Portuguese architect Eduardo Souto de Moura integrates his work into its natural 

settings. His Samir Kassir Square (Beirut, Lebanon, ) was a winner of a  Aga 

Khan Award for Architecture. Located in the recently reconstructed Beirut Central 

District, the -square-metre park was conceived around two existing ficus trees 

that had somehow managed to survive the violence that wracked Beirut for years. 

“The challenge of this project,” says Djurovic, “was to create a quiet refuge on a 

limited piece of land surrounded by buildings, while addressing the prominent street 

frontage that it occupies. In essence, to become a small escape dedicated to the city 

and its people.” A raised ‘water mirror’ is a central feature of the Square, faced by 

a twenty-metre-long solid stone bench. The jury citation for the  Award reads: 

“The Samir Kassir Square is a restrained and serene urban public space that skilfully 

handles the conditions and infrastructure of its location in a city that has undergone 

rapid redevelopment. The Award will go to Vladimir Djurovic, the pre-eminent land-

scape architect working in Lebanon today.”

“After I won the competition for the garden in Toronto,” explains Djurovic, “His 

Highness gave me a list of places to visit around the world. ‘Once you have visited 

these places, let us meet again,’ he said. I had never been to India and I found the 

gardens of Humayun’s Tomb and Fatehpur Sikri remarkable.” ³

Humayun’s Tomb and Gardens (Delhi, India), 

restored in  by the Aga Khan Historic Cities 

Programme, is cited by Vladimir Djurovic as 

a source of inspiration for his work in Toronto, 

as is the Taj Mahal (right).
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Built in honour of Sufi saint Salim Chishti in  by the Mughal emperor Akbar, 

Fatehpur Sikri might be considered a revealing choice in the context of the itinerary 

of Djurovic. Unlike other Mughal cities, it demonstrates a certain informality and 

improvisation, and blends influences from Hindu and Jain sources as well as Islamic 

elements. Further, Fatehpur Sikri is known to have influenced such modern figures as 

Charles and Ray Eames, and Balkrishna Doshi. After visiting India, Djurovic finished 

his whirlwind tour in Azhar Park in Cairo. “I realized after these visits,” says the land-

scape architect, “that what the Aga Khan is doing is not for now, it is for generations 

to come. I understood that anything I do for him has to last as long as possible.”

The tomb of the second Mughal emperor Humayun, who ruled modern 

Afghanistan, Pakistan, and parts of northern India from – and again from 

–, is one of the twenty-three World Heritage Sites in India. The chahar-bagh , 

or four-part paradise garden, is the earliest existing example of the Mughal garden 

tomb. Humayun’s Tomb and Gardens in Delhi are considered one of the precursors 

of the Taj Mahal. The first privately funded restoration of a World Heritage Site in 

India was completed in March  through the joint efforts of the Aga Khan Trust 

for Culture (AKTC) and the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), under the aegis of 

the National Culture Fund. The objective of the project was to revitalize the gardens, 

pathways, fountains and water channels of the garden surrounding Humayun’s Tomb, 

according to the original plans. Valdimir Djurovic’s reference to these gardens as one 

of his sources of inspiration for the Wynford Drive site is also revealing in that they 

Right, The Court of Gayumars (detail) 

Miniature painting by Sultan Muhammad 

Detached folio from the Shahnameh 

of Shah Tamasp (ruled –)

Iran, Tabriz, c . –

Opaque watercolour, gold and ink on paper; 

 × . cm

AKM 
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A rendering of the gardens shows the planting 

and reflecting pools next to the Ismaili Centre 

by Charles Correa. 
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are striking above all for their simplicity – a kind of minimalism  years before the 

landscape architect began to practice his own modern art.

Nor are the thoughts of the Aga Khan far from Djurovic’s interest in the 

gardens of Humayun’s Tomb, or its better known successor, the Taj Majal. The Aga 

Khan states: “You cannot go to a place like the Taj Mahal without being acutely 

aware of the site use and that is true of most of these great historic buildings. The 

use of gardens and water is a very strong part of Islam, that is, the references in the 

theological context to the quality of the environment.” ⁴ The landscape architect’s 

concern for the inclusiveness of the gardens in Toronto can also be related to the 

Vladimir Djurovic speaks of the inspiration 

of Islamic gardens – such as those of the 

Alhambra in Granada, Spain – more in 

terms of sound and smell than in terms of 

design specifics.
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Aga Khan’s often repeated commitment to pluralism within a generous and open 

interpretation of Islam.

The designs of Vladimir Djurovic for the ,-square-metre Toronto gardens 

are an intentional attempt to render contemporary the very spirit of the Islamic garden. 

“I think that His Highness is happiest when he is working and discussing the gardens. 

He really wants us to reinterpret the Islamic garden in a contemporary way. We did 

not copy any garden – it is more about what you feel and smell and hear in an Islamic 

garden. What it is that I love about Alhambra is the sound of water and the smell 

of jasmine. I wanted to use a very contemporary language. The architecture of the 

A computer perspective gives a seductive idea 

of the future gardens of the Wynford Drive 

site, at once modern and yet still respectful of 

Islamic traditions.

Aga-Khan-Museum_Final.indd   95 25.07.2008   17:41:19 Uhr



The Aga Khan Museum 

buildings is very contemporary. The garden must reflect its context as well – a place 

covered with snow. I like this challenge: how to reinterpret the Islamic garden.” ⁵

Indeed, for an architect who has worked more in Lebanon and the Middle East 

than in North America, the climate of Toronto posed new challenges. “Our intent is 

always to produce lasting environments,” he says, “both physical and aesthetic. Hence 

durability was a major parameter for us to focus on in this new climate, starting from 

choice of materials, thicknesses, details and construction techniques, as well as 

the appropriate selection of plant species. Our close collaboration with Moriyama & 

Teshima,⁶ with their extensive experience in such climates and major involvement 

with the project, was more than instrumental in guiding, fine-tuning and resolving all 

the technical issues for the project to achieve its ultimate goals.” ⁷

After initially proposing a number of garden features near the Museum, Vladimir 

Djurovic opted for a simpler design in the course of numerous meetings with His 

Highness the Aga Khan. He states: “All the features around the Museum have been 

omitted now, and are articulated as a white birch (betula alba) forest, which embraces 

the entire Museum structure. There are no elements that will now disturb a serene 

The combination of water, the reflection of 

the sky and the flowering trees, gives this view 

a particularly poetic or ‘otherwordly’ feeling, as 

though a small part of the garden of paradise 

had found its way to Toronto.
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reading of the building embedded in a white birch grove. This will allow the sculptural 

qualities of the architecture to blend with nature.” ⁸ One area of particular attention 

and concern in the frigid winter climate of Toronto was the use of water in the gardens. 

“In one preliminary scheme we created translucent cast acrylic elements with water 

flowing over the edges. Covered with snow, they would appear like lit ice cubes. The 

edges would have been angled out so that freezing ice would fall off the edge of the 

basins,” explains the designer. This idea was abandoned in favour of solid granite basin 

walls because Djurovic could not vouch for the long-term reliability of acrylic slabs, 

which tend to turn yellow with time. Within the newly designed granite basins, their 

edges still angled out to allow expanding ice to fall over the edges, Djurovic places 

what he calls “steel lilies” that create turbulence in the water when it is liquid, and are 

heated in winter to produce steam and the continuing sound of water in movement. The 

waterfall bustan (Arabic for ‘fruit garden’), a secluded yet welcoming space, is a niche 

in the botanical garden that serves as a gateway to the Ismaili Centre. A rose garden 

elsewhere uses the scents and origins of the varieties selected to give a subtle lesson 

to visitors about the geographic dispersion across the world of the Ismaili community.

Low-lying divisions structure a part of 

the garden where calm is the hallmark of 

spaces intended to give visitors a chance to 

contemplate what they have seen within 

the Museum.
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Right, a closer view of the reflecting pools with 

the Ismaili Centre in the background.

All of the elements imagined by Vladimir Djurovic for the Wynford Drive site 

share a simplicity and regularity bordering on minimalism, though there are frequent 

surprises and changes of mood, progressing from a more formal configuration near 

the buildings and becoming less apparently ordered further from the heart of the 

site. “The park is first and foremost a giant buffer zone protecting the sanctum of the 

project and creating a setting for the architectural volume. It also acts as a generous 

gesture to the city from the Ismaili community to the people who embraced them, 

providing a green public environment and linking two previously disconnected parts 

of the city. The park is a sanctuary for wildlife and a place for people to immerse 

themselves in a natural environment. All plants have been selected to entice an array 

of birds and butterflies and a pond created to help them breed and flourish.” ⁹ It is 

this essential modesty, expressed by a younger creator in the context of work with 

two very accomplished architects, that has allowed Vladimir Djurovic to conceive of 

a garden that responds to numerous requirements while retaining its own identity. 

Through his seductive but quite realistic computer perspectives – a number of which 

are published here – Djurovic has conquered the enthusiasm of those involved in 

the Toronto projects, giving a sense of unity to what could have become a disparate 

whole, especially given the decidedly urban context of the site, with major traffic 

arteries located just beyond this green vision of paradise. Through sight, but also 

sound and smell, this Lebanese designer with a Serbian name recreates an Islamic 

garden in a land of snow, a garden of pluralism.
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Above, a very realistic computer perspective 

of the gardens shows that the designer has 

become even more minimalistic in the course 

of the design process, leaving only alleys and 

walkways through the greenery for visitors.

Right, an exterior rendering of the Museum 

shows the paving pattern and a reflecting pool 

designed by Vladimir Djurovic, and presents 

the white stone cladding with an orange glow.
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Though the avowed and assumed modernity of the designs of the entire 

Wynford Drive site place it very firmly in the present, there is a deep current that 

runs below the gardens of Vladimir Djurovic, and that is the current of belief. It is 

clear that His Highness the Aga Khan has followed the work of the landscape archi-

tect with particular attention. Djurovic states: “His Highness’s passion for gardens 

is intoxicating. His ideas for creating appropriate and memorable outdoor spaces 

became our main source of inspiration and motivation to truly excel in this project. 

His insights, recommendations and unwavering involvement throughout the design 

process has shaped and effectively resulted in the gardens that we have developed 

for this project.”¹⁰ His Highness the Aga Khan has long been interested in landscape 

design, and as he makes clear there are good reasons for this: “One of the issues in 

the Islamic world is the relationship between an ability to create and what we see of 

that creation. Nature is one of the evidences of God’s creation. I am very sensitive to 

that personally.” ¹¹ In the case of the Aga Khan Museum, he wrote to Fumihiko Maki 

about two kinds of light – the light of God’s creation and the light of man’s work – 

imagined as the sun changing the colour of the white stone of the Museum and the 

glow of the building from within at night. The gardens of Vladimir Djurovic will also 

share a fundamental duality – that of nature “as evidence of God’s creation” within 

an ordered plan imagined by men.
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