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T
here is an inseparable connection 

between poetry and the perception of 

landscape; art stems from the contem-

plation of the world, and of nature. Writing 

about the literary origins of artistic move-

ments in a definitive essay on the genesis of 

the Picturesque, the renowned architectural 

historian Nikolaus Pevsner postulates that 

the entirely new approach to gardening in 

18th century England, which hinged on 

the invention of a new aesthetic - of the 

‘landscape garden’ - was conceived between 

1710 and 1730 by philosophers, writers and 

virtuosi, not by architects and gardeners.1

The poetry of Kalidasa is replete with images 

and evocations of landscape and gardens, a 

nature-centric vision of the world of extraor-

dinary scope. There is in it a resonance of sig-

nificance to the aesthetics and practicalities 

of creating landscapes in India today.    

Environmental Imagery

The imagery related to Summer in the first 

two verses of the poem Rtusamharam2 (The 

Gathering of the Seasons) is a luminous il-

lustration of an extremely sophisticated and 

detailed perception of environment - climate, 

people, and places:

The sun blazing fiercely

the moon longed for eagerly

deep waters inviting

to plunge in continually

days drawing to a close in quiet beauty

the tide of desire running low

 scorching summer is now here, 

 my love

Night’s indigo masses rent by the moon

wondrous mansions built on water,

cooled by fountains; various gems

cool to the touch; liquid sandal

the world seeks relief in these

 in summer’s scorching heat, my love

Palace terraces perfumed, luring the senses,

wine trembling beneath the beloved’s breath...

As always, when speaking of landscape 

and gardens in ancient India, references to 

gardens or the designed environment are 

tantalizingly brief and general – mansions on 

water, palace terraces perfumed (presumably 

by plants?), cooled by fountains and such – 

especially when, in the same compositions, 

these are contrasted with the abundance of 

marvellously graphic word-pictures of the 

world of nature. In fact, almost all of the 144 

verses of this poem draw very precise images 

from nature and wildlife. Each verse could 

be the inspiration for a miniature painting, 

as for example, this sharply etched vignette 

of virtually cinematic clarity:

Burning under the sun’s fiery wreath of rays,

a frog leaps up from the muddy pond 

to sit under the parasol hood

of a deadly cobra that is thirsty and tired.

Acknowledged as foremost amongst drama-

tists and poets in classical Sanskrit literature, 

Kalidasa wrote about two thousand years 

ago, at the close of the first millennium B.C. 

or as some scholars suggest, in the fourth or 

fifth century A.D.

Even a cursory study of his work reveals its 

concern with ways of perceiving the land-

scape and the world (a cloud’s-eye view, 

for example), and a deep engagement with 

nature. 

The wealth of imagery encourages the idea 

that a particular reading of his work may yield 

a vision of landscape beyond that of literary 

genius or lyrical description, and that it may 

suggest the way to a different point of view, 

with insights about the very definition of gar-

den space. Indeed, another way of looking at 

the larger landscape, which fits contemporary 

design concerns with surprising neatness.

A Search

The search for authentic traditions associ-

ated with the perception and the making of 

Indian landscapes in the pre-Islamic period 

suffers somewhat from a paucity of physical 

remains. It depends largely on references, 

descriptions and illustrations – in literature, 

in the epics, and in art, for example, sculptural 

friezes in temple complexes. On the other 

hand, in everyday life, traditions related to 

the spiritually appropriate use of land have 

for millennia been strongly present in rituals, 

the identification of sacred places, and the 

veneration of geographic features, from the 

mountains to the coast by way of the sacred 

rivers in the plains. The spiritual, astrological 

and medicinal significance of various kinds of 

vegetation is well documented.3 

All these traditions find expression in classic 

planning and architectural treatises and prac-

tices, such as Manasara and Vastu Shastra. The 

remains of cities, temple and royal complexes, 

stepwells, baolis and kunds, exhibit profoundly 

systematic site planning and spatial concepts, 

and sometimes are also thematic sources for 

the interpretation or adaptation of traditional 

form and motif in contemporary landscape 

and architecture. Riverside arrangements of 

ghats and temples are a striking example of 

how the desire for an ontological axis – the 

connection between the earth and the sky, or 

between being and god, a characteristic of all 

religious constructions – being translated into 

a uniquely spectacular landscape. Its genesis is 

in the rituals that accompany the veneration 

of the water and the sun, and its realization is 

in the artistic negotiation of the edge between 

water and land.

 
But of the gardens which are so frequently 

mentioned, and sometimes eloquently de-

scribed in poetry and drama, little physical 

evidence is available. In a culture so proficient 

and sophisticated in all things to do with land 

and the husbanding of resources, and where 

elaborate gardens form the background to 

the lives described in the epics and other 

literature, the perplexing shortage of visual 

clues as to their specific content and form has 

always been a matter of concern to designers 

searching for aesthetic roots in the indigenous 

garden traditions.

Versions of the Garden

Could it be that their search is misdirected? 

Is it possible that the basis of these gardens, 

or the premise which guided their shape and 

composition was so different from our cur-

rent vision of what we think a garden should 

be that we cannot read the clues that appear 

before us? Perhaps; the appreciation of the 

gardens of antiquity is limited by the record of 

their remains. Is it not possible, when the re-

mains are observed and the garden imagined 

that there is a bias in favour of looking at it 

only as a built product? The idea that gardens 

can also, equally appropriately, be perceived 

as processes of the horticultural art remains 

somewhat without the emphasis it deserves. 

In the history of gardens the most vividly 

influential are those where even scattered out-

lines, structured in stone, suggest more than a 

glimpse of past grandeur. The ease with which 

we can relate to familiar and visually robust 

prototypes represented by, for instance, the 

baroque vista, or the picturesquely informal 

English landscape style, and also, closer home, 

the geometrical mystique of Mughal gardens, 

sometimes creates the illusion that the only 

meaning of a garden is in its remains, its bare 

bones if you like, and not also in the ephemera 

that are its other vital constituent.

ABOUT
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Akbar watching Tansen take lessons from Swami 

Haridas in Vrindavan; from a Mughal miniature 

painting in the Jaipur-Kishangarh (Rajasthan) 

mixed style, circa A.D. 1750 by unknown painter. 

Image source: http://en.wikipedia.org
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A landscape is not a painting

In landscape and garden design plants 

are a living medium for imaginative 

expression. A “plant palette” is often 

spoken of while referring to vegetation 

used in this way, but the implied con-

nection between canvas and landscape 

design can be misleading: the origins of 

landscape architecture lie in art, how-

ever landscapes are not static compo-

sitions fixed in time. In a painting, we 

know exactly what effect a particular 

colour or texture of paint is going to 

have, and with complete control over 

the medium that effect can be refined 

to the smallest detail; but plants are 

alive, impermanent and subject to the 

vagaries of the environment in which 

they find themselves. Unless disci-

plined with almost architectural rigid-

ity they tend naturally towards happy 

variations and a pleasantly free ambigu-

ity in growth and form.

This choice - it may be a matter of con-

vention or aesthetic preference – be-

tween ‘clipped’ and ‘unclipped’, as it 

were , underlies cultural attitudes to 

plant material, and the appearance, also 

the meaning, of designed landscapes.  It 

is well to recognise that it is a medium 

over which the designer has only the 

most general control, whose best ef-

fects take a long time in coming (they 

may never be seen by the artist), and 

that these effects have only a limited 

life. And of course, everything more or 

less depends on either aftercare or na-

ture. 

Yet plants are usually the centre-piece, 

the one component which imbues sig-

nificance and distinction above the 

other physical aspects of any worth-

while landscape, at any scale. Look, 

for instance, at the central part (the 

so-called bungalow zone) of  New 

Delhi: it is inarguably memorable for 

its tree cover rather than its buildings; 

similarly, major parks, either in Delhi 

or, say Bengaluru, are remembered 

for the lushness of the tree canopy, or 

views framed between dense vegeta-

tion masses, not for the pattern of paths 

or ‘features’ on the ground. In another 

place, we stand at the topmost terrace 

of Nishat Bagh and look out across the 

Dal lake over the valley, and even the 

marvellously delicate intricacy of  the 

Mughal garden arts – fountains, cha-

dars, terraces, is momentarily eclipsed 

by the experience of immediate com-

munion with the regional landscape; it 

is the ancient chenars which direct our 

attention outwards, the view framed 

most exactly by these grand trees.

Plants are scenery, and scenery is rep-

resentative of process; there is appear-

ance and then there is the ecology 

behind it. Bright yellow mustard fields 

in winter make for a spectacular pano-

rama, interspersed with orchards and 

the deep green shade of mango groves. 

Here and there the visual counterpoint 

of  a lone, large banyan or peepal tree... 

a familiar scene celebrated pictorially, 

perceived as a composition with plants, 

but owing genesis to the processes of 

rural living, agricultural production 

and nature. 

Plants are the key to life, they are food, 

and they are also beautiful. In an essay1 

on nature and design in art nouveau, 

the celebrated art historian Professor 

Dario Gamboni puts it even more com-

prehensively “plants make the shape 

of life itself visible”, because the shape 

of plants not only results from their 

growth, but  charts its progress – it 

can be retraced and stays alive in their 

shape: like geology, rocks or mountain 

formations, but in a much more direct-

ly visible way, plants are the product as 

well as the image of their evolution.

The dimensions of design 

and the life of plants

Plants are arranged to fill the opti-

cal space within the frame of a de-

signed landscape. The creative flourish 

through which this arrangement is real-

ised emerges from the particularities of 

the situation, practical considerations 

and aesthetic judgment. The concep-

tual basis for using plants as an element 

of design in any given situation is usu-

ally established by responding to two 

distinct kinds of factors – first, those 

associated with the site, factors of di-

mension basically, and all the design 

implications (of enclosure, illusion, ex-

perience etc.) which may spring from 

them – and secondly, those aspects 

which are about the plants themselves, 

that they represent life, its cycles and 

seasons – that they grow, and that they 

die.

Now the idea of dimension is mainly 

about the distance to which the field 

of vision extends – from the intimate 

space immediately outside the window 

(another kind of frame) to the limits of 

the garden wall, the boundary of the 

estate, the nearest line of trees or even 

further, to the limits of vision defined 

only by the horizon, the regional set-

ting.

PLANTSPLACE
THE

OF
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T
he natural wonders of the Kash-

mir valley inspired the Mughals 

to create gardens that represent 

the final blossoming of a tradition 

stretching back centuries to the crafts 

of horticulture, water management 

and indeed, carpet weaving in Persia 

and Central Asia. Their aesthetic sig-

nificance lies beyond the sum of their 

elements, visually enticing as these are; 

examined in a certain way, they offer 

lessons for contemporary design, and 

at a philosophic level, insights into the 

relationship between man and nature. 

Garden Carpets

On the banks of the Dal Lake, the for-

mal garden spreads like an enormous 

exquisitely patterned carpet, seeming 

to unroll gently down the hill-side to 

the lake-edge, taking with it the rip-

pling, cascading waters channelled 

from a natural spring; elsewhere, in the 

distant plains, there is another kind of 

garden, more often than not by a river-

side, a place to pause.

Carpet imagery fits well with gardens 

belonging to the Persian tradition, from 

ancient pre-Islamic times to the great 

garden achievements between the six-

teenth and eighteenth century in Persia 

and in the Mughal gardens in India. 

The art and craft of carpet weaving 

(and of garden-making) is more than 

two thousand years old in the Persian 

region. The idea of the garden carpet, 

with its accurate but graphically styl-

ised depiction of the familiar chahar-

bagh establishes an interesting connec-

tion between the essentially outdoor 

practice of horticulture and the craft of 

indoor furnishing, a relationship which 

is probably unique amongst the major 

gardening traditions of the world. Po-

etry about both gardens and carpets 

speaks of them in the same idiom, im-

agining the carpet as a garden and vice 

versa; it suggests a conceptual inter-

weaving of interior and exterior, quite 

different from, and beyond the usual 

theory about interactions between 

indoor space and outdoor landscape, 

confined as that may be to mundanely 

literal considerations of physical and 

visual proximity. 

The most famous and perhaps also the 

earliest documented garden carpet is 

known as the Baharestan or Spring Car-

pet, commissioned by the Sassanian 

Shahanshah Khusrow (531-579 AD) 

for the main audience hall of the Palace 

at Ctesiphon (in what is now Iraq). It 

was 140 meter long and 27 meter wide. 

It is described in Arab writings of the 

period (c. 637 AD) — the design of the 

carpet was the plan of a royal pleasure 

garden or paradise. It represented beds 

of spring flowers and blossoming trees 

divided by paths and water flowing in 

channels. There was a broad border 

all around, and here again were beds 

of bright coloured flowers. The yellow 

ground in this wonderful piece was 

of gold thread. The leaves of trees and 

flowers were of silk. Fruits were inlaid 

with polished stones, the water chan-

nels were crystals, the blossoms pre-

cious stones…1

IN
PARADISE
PARADISE

’...the whole surface of the ground is grass and trefoil, so much so 

that to lay a carpet on it would be superfluous and in bad taste..’         

Memoirs of Jahangir

Garden Carpet, Iran c.1800. Metropolitan Mu-

seum of Art

…’ a wide central stream of water intersected 

by narrower courses, all of them enlivened by 

fish that, like the water, are highly stylized. The 

composition as a whole is of two chahar baghs. 

At both ends, the center of each unit is at the 

crossing of two water courses, marked by a tree-

studded island. From it large trees jut out di-

agonally into the neighbouring squares. Beyond 

these are four more formal units representing 

an ornamental pool or flowerbeds. Along the 

wide central water course is a flowery path and 

smaller ones border the narrow courses…’

Quoted from and photo : www.metmuseum.org

Poetry of Refuge

The poem ‘Ode to a Garden Carpet’ by 

an unknown Sufi poet (c.1500) quoted 

by Nader Ardalan and Laleh Bakhtiar 2 

outlines specifically the aesthetic which 

guides both garden and carpet:

Here in this carpet lives an ever lovely 

spring,

Unscorched by summer’s ardent flame,

Safe too from autumn’s boisterous gales,

Is gaily blooming still,

The handsome wide border is the garden 

wall
Protecting , preserving the Park within

For refuge and renewal: a magic space

For concourse, music and rejoicing ,

For contemplation’s lonely spell —

Conversations grave or lover’s shy disclo-

sure, ...
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