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Interviewed by:Mahdieh Khajeh Piri, m17.spa@gmail.com
Translated by (English to Persian): Amir Radaei, aradaiee@yahoo.com
Maryam Talebi, maryam_t_b@yahoo com

Mohammad Shahecer

In July 2012 the journal of Manzar arranged an interview with
Mohammad Shaheer, well-known landscape Architect in India, and
asked him about this landscape architecture in India and his spe-
cial approach in his project in the context of India. Here you read
an abstract of this interview; the complete interview is published in
Persian in the following pages.

In the answer to the question about the critical challenges in India faced
by an Architect in current times (considering the vast transformation of
Indian architecture from Mughals and from British colonial to Modernism)
and the role of landscape architect in this field, Mohammad Shaheer be-
lieved that The most visible challenge lies not so much in the practice
of architecture, but in the planning of cities, to nurture socially equitable
urban environments, to deal with the seemingly chaotic direction in which
most towns seem to be proceeding. He also emphasis There is great
potential in this, the contribution that architects and landscape architects
can make to city planning and urbanism; indeed this integrated approach
is vital to the survival of urban environments as they become more and
more complex. But for it to happen in reality, city administrations and city
governments (the people who make the decisions) must pro- actively
search for a creatively integrated planning system which matches up to
the pace and unprecedented demands of today’s urban growth.

Shaheer named; People, Culture, Nature and Historical relevance as
the most considerable points in his projects like Conservation, regenera-
tion of historical gardens in India and Afghanistan. He said: Everything
of course is significance: we design for people, and to be meaningful for
whom we design, our design must in some visible way be part of the cul-
tural context; in any case, conceptually Nature is inseparable from land-
scape architecture. But for these kinds of projects, historical relevance is
most important... At the same time, it's probably not wise to look at ruins
in a nostalgic or sentimental way, to maintain them as quaint oddities in
the manner that 18th century European landscape gardeners thought ap-
propriate. So where possible and appropriate, historical arte facts have to
be looked after in the best possible way to ensure their life, and also given
a dignified landscape context.

He maintains this approach to towards linking these spaces back to the
city with the changing lifestyle of people habituating these public spaces,
in one his important project (revitalizing of the three historical sites of Hu-
mayun’s Tomb, Nizamuddin Basti and Sunder Nursery) in three steps as
follow:

1. Working with and involving the community; In this case, in Nizamud-
din Basti, education and craft programmes to assist in local employment
are being run, major up gradation of schools, sanitary and health facili-
ties, as well as the development of local open space for recreation (this
includes a garden exclusively for ladies and small children).

2. Interpreting the site for visitors, from the community and the city, and
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also tourists and scholars from elsewhere in the country and from abroad.
This involves the development of a major interpretation centre in the vicin-
ity of the historical complex. This is mainly related to the Humayun Tomb
World Heritage Site.

3. In Sunder Nursery, the project is to develop a previously under-used,
perhaps neglected space in the heart of the city, so that it becomes inte-
gral to the urban open space system, is easily accessible and provides
possibilities for amenity and recreation, apart from being a productive
nursery. Part of the project includes an arboretum for the nurturing of
Delhi’s native vegetation. So the project combines heritage, ecology, rec-
reation and production.

In other part, Professor Shaheer emphasis on India as unique context in
terms of complexity with multiple cultures. In towards sculpting an urban
landscape for users with this various and different cultures, he believed
that the designed landscape must hold some meaning for everyone; a
meaning which it must derive from the place where it happens to be situ-
ated.That’s a problem to-day, as each city begins to look like the other.
To counter this aesthetic and spatial uniformity is an important objective
of landscape design in the public realm. In the city, from the needs of
its inhabitants and the culturally distinct ways in which they make use of
open space. The shape of public landscape must emerge from a close
understanding of local usage, behaviour and visual idiom, not a cut-paste
application of internationally generic images.

Mohamad Shaeer also pointed on the use of symbols as evidence in
his projects; we are always ‘reading’ our environment. That is how we are
able to use it, how we are able to find our way around it. There is a vi-
sual language involved, and its understanding conditions our responses.
A designed landscape says something — about its owner’s preferences,
about its context, about some principle of design, or ecology...etc. What
it says may not be very profound; but it's important to make a statement,
because that is an act of communication between the place and its users;
it is part of what those users may call their ‘experience’ of the place. And
that is what makes a landscape ‘memorable’.

Symbol and metaphor, allusion sometimes, are intrinsic to the visual
language that describes spatial experience. They bestow richness to that
language and allow it to communicate something more interesting, more
involving, and dare | say more meaningful, than the purely utilitarian or
technical attributes expected of designed landscapes.

At the end professor “Shaheer” answered a question about the suc-
cessfulness of the profession of Landscape Architecture in contemporary
India cities: Not as successful as it should be, certainly landscape archi-
tects have not succeeded in making a significant impression on the public
space of cities. These still fall largely within the scope of municipal horti-
culturists and gardeners, or are contracted to private business enterprises
that have little design proficiency.As a profession landscape architects
have a very definite and quite prominent presence with private developers
and industry.

In developing nations, as in India, one of the most significant profes-
sional issues is likely to be the proliferation of international consultants
from South-East Asia and also from the West, looking for new markets for
architecture and landscape architecture consultancy. This is an ongoing
trend, largely a result of local unpreparedness for the rapid developments
of the last decade.

The future of landscape architecture in our nations will depend on how
well we are able to address at least some of these points:

- Expand academic programmes and direct them towards attaining inter-
national standards.
- Government policy to integrate landscape architecture with all infrastruc-
ture projects.
- Special attention to the involvement of landscape architects, architects
and urbanists in giving shape to new public space in cities, and in develop-
ing urban open space systems from existing spaces of built and natural heritage.
- Maintenance of indigineous crafts and traditions as integral to landscape
design and development, as well as their artistic interpretation appropriate
to contemporary sensibilities.

Special Thanks
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