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Furthermore, integrating community gardens
into educational settings can offer students a holistic
learning experience by exposing them to healthier
behaviours, fostering a sense of connection to
nature, and providing practical, hands-on
opportunities [7]. As Karl Jaspers [8] emphasised,
universities are communities where scholars and
students engage in the pursuit of truth, not just
places of instruction. Gardens, with their reflective
atmosphere, can enhance communication between
thinkers, fostering a deeper exchange of ideas. As
Olivadese and Dindo [4] point out, gardens in
modern urban life encourage a heightened
awareness of one's surroundings, much as libraries
inspire intellectual thought through books; gardens
foster contemplation through nature [2]. By
integrating gardens and natural landscapes in a new
format into educational institutions and learning
spaces, societies can take meaningful steps toward
achieving United Nations sustainable development
goals (SDGs) such as higherguality education and
more sustainable, inclusive urban communities [9].
Thi s integration not
cognitive and emotional well-being but also
promotes environmental awareness and social
cohesion within communities. For example, short -
term contact with green spaces on university
campuses has been shown to significantly enhance
students' psychological well-being and reduce
mental fatigue [10]. Additionally, inclusive green
public spaces can serve as platforms for intercultural
dialogue and community engagement, contributing
to urban resilience and equity [9] .

This study explores the relationship between
nature, philosophical thought, and learning across
various historical contexts, including Japan, lIran,
ancient Greece, and medieval Europe. By examining
how gardens functioned as spaces for contemplation
and intellectual exchange, this research provides
valuable insights for modern educational
institutions. The research emphasizes the historical
role of gardens as vital spaces for learning,
education, discussion, reflection, and the cultivation
of knowledge and building on this historical
perspective, it aims to inform contem porary
educational institutions on how integrating natural
landscapes into university campuses can enhance
the learning experience, merging historical wisdom
with present-day academic needs and addressing the
dual objectives of fostering intellectual growt h and
promoting well -being.

METHODOLOGY

This review aims to evaluate the role of gardens in
spaces dedicated to learning, philosophy, education,
and contemplation. It begins with a historical i
analytical examination and a review of exemplary
educational and contemplative landscapes in various
civilisations. Representative examples from different
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cultural and historical contexts are selected to
illustrate the interaction between gardens and
educational or philosophical practices. These include
Pl atods Academy in anci
court gardens in Islamic civilisation (with a focus on
Iran), Zen gardens in Japan, and cloister gardens in
medieval Europe. Selection criteria include their
documented historical association with educational
and contemplative activities, the presence of
designed landscapes intended to facilitate reflection
and intellectual exchange, and the availability of
credible historical records, scholarly studies, and
visual documentation. Data are collected from
primary historical sources, such as architectural
records, drawings, and written descriptions, as well
as from secondary academic literature, including
peer-reviewed journal articles, books, and research
reports. Visual materials, such as site plans,
reconstructions, and photographs, are also reviewed
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characteristics of these spaces are explored in detail,
and their spatial, symbolic, and functional aspects
are analysed. The study also offers a theoretical
discussion on the role of gardens within intellectual

and contemplative environments. By establishing
the historical and cross-cultural significance of

gardens in fostering thought and reflection, it argues

that these principles can be applied to the design of
modern educational spaces, including universities
and schools. This demonstrates how lessons from

past landscapes can inform the creation of
sustainable, intellectually enriching, and
contemplative  environments in contemporary

educational settings.

The historical background and literature
review

Gardens have long bea& a fundamental aspect of
human civilisation, playing a significant role in both
the collective imagination and the -cultivation of
thought. The practice of cultivating gardens dates
back to early human societies, with gardening
traditions shared across diverse cultures worldwide.
Gardens are humanmade enclosures dominated by
plants and defined by physical or symbolic
boundaries. The earliest known depiction (circa
3000 BCE) shows such a space. While often
bordered by walls or fences, gardens remain open to
air, weather, and living beings, allowing the natural
movement of seeds, plants, and animal® some
welcome, others not. They embody a balance
between "enclosure and openness Gardening reflects
humanityés profound
experience of life, or "lifeworld." Despite diverse
garden styles and locations, it reveals our inability to
fully "objectify" this lifeworld in its inexhaustible

connect.
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entirety [2]. The writings of Plato and other Greek
philosophers, combined with archaeological remains
from antiquity, demonstrate a connection between
gardens and other open public spaces. The gardens
and court gardens played a significant role in the
development of philosophy in the ancient world, and
as Groening and Wolschke-Bulmahn [11] argue, the
Greeks created the first gardens for schools and
academics. Furthermore, the Athenian Agora was a
centre where thinkers and philosophers gathered,
and Socrates famously wardered the streets of
Athens barefoot, asking questions [12]. In ancient
Rome, environments such as forums, baths, and
court gardens became hubs for discussion and
thought exchange. Although the fall of Roman
civilisation in the 5th century AD led to the de cline
of gardens and court gardens in Europe, the concept
of court gardens and education both survived in
monasteries and Christian churches. These
monasteries preserved GreceRoman and early
Christian literary culture, serving as schools, self-
sustaining communities, and production centres. By
the 12th and 13th centuries, as society evolved,
intellectual and religious life shifted to cities,
spurring t he rise of
universities [13].

Furthermore, the ancient Persian worldview and
their approach to spatial planning are deeply
interconnected with the nature and geographical
conditions of their environment [3]. Throughout
Iran, gardens with roses were built, called
"pairidaeza,” from which the English word
"paradise" derives [11]. These garcens and court
gardens, often built in arid landscapes, provided
oases for reflection and meditation for thinkers,
philosophers, and Sufis of the Islamic world.
Furthermore, Madrasas, which were often inward -
looking schools with court gardens at their centres,
offered beautiful vistas from the students' rooms and
a suitable space for the gathering of students and
thinkers for learning, discussion, and exchange of
ideas.

In East Asia, Zen gardens serve as spaces for
deep contemplation, where natural elements reflect
the impermanence of life, while their carefully
cultivated f or ms
constructiveness, creating a contrast that challenges
the thinking mind. Beyond its surface beauty, the
Zen garden invites a pause for reflection, guiding
thoughts away from daily distractions and into a
realm of profound introspection [14]. Applying Zen
philosophical principles to the design of Zen-
inspired landscapes, including temple gardens, was a
crucial aspect of their creation [15], and a Zen
garden was a place for reflection where the natural
elements nourish the mind and body [16]. This
approach to gardens and thinking, while different in
many ways, underscores the impatance of gardens
in creating suitable spaces for meditation.

Studying these examples reveals that gardens
were more than just physical spaces; they served as
gathering places for philosophers and thinkers
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throughout history, where they shared ideas,
exchanged thoughts, and cultivated intellectual
growth. While thinkers and philosophers have used
other spaces throughout the ages, gardens are an
essential environment for the cultivation of thought
and gathering of thinkers. This hidden potential of
gardens & a landscape for contemplation and
argument could be further utilised in the modern era
and in the future to provide suitable outdoor
landscapes for thinkers and students worldwide.

The historical development of universities and
institutions of higher edu cation is a reflection of the
evolution of thought, culture, and society. These
institutions have long served as epicentres of
knowledge and intellectual growth, contributing to
the shaping of civilisations. Understanding their
origins and functions offers valuable insights into
how education has been intertwined with cultural
practices, including the cultivation of gardens,
symbols of contemplation, beauty, and harmony.
This literature review will begin with the critical role
that nature has played in the educational
environments of various cultures, starting with the
significant contributions of Persian gardens in Iran
Eand theplstainis worlf,ifallaved by depah's umque
relationship between gardens and learning. It will
then delve into the philosophical foun dations laid by
ancient Greece and the subsequent developments in
Europe. Additionally, an exploration of the history of
universities will highlight their pivotal role in
shaping modern society, and attention will be drawn
to modern universities that emphasise the
importance of nature and contemplation in their
educational practices.

Iran

The examination of landscape and architecture
in Iran reveals a profound connection between
culture and nature, which culminates in the creation
of gardens. When people first settled on the Iranian
plateau in the fourth millennium BCE, agriculture
became te driving force of civilisation and in a
relatively arid climate, trees, plants, and water were
essential for life. As society stabilised, gardens
evolved not only as sources of sustenance but also as

s y mb orépreseptations tofhspiritual beliefis, dsyndolising the

perfection of the universe, abundance, leisure,
power, and protection [17]. Gardens held immense
cul tural and soci al
climate, and many of their features, such as ponds,
fountains, flowers, trees, and their enclosed
structure s, became intertwined with cultural values.
The term pairidaeza signified a garden in
Achaemenid times (5501 330 BCE) and later gave
rise to the Greek term paradeisos, the Latin
paradisus, the Arabic firdaws , the modern Persian
Pardis, as well as the termsparadis (French) and
paradise (English).

The centre of the gardens was conceptualised as
a cosmic centre, interconnected not only with the
four corners of the world but also with the beyond,
serving as a point where Earth and Heaven, the

signi fici
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human and the divine, the finite and the infinite
converge [3]. The famous archetype of the Persian
garden, the charbagh (four gardens), was closely
associated with the image of paradise in religious
and mystical texts [18], and the concept of the
garden became a central cltural theme in Iran
rather than a mere visual image [19]. Thus, Gardens
became omnipresent symbols in Persian art, music,
and literature, and wherever Persian art is found,
traces of the garden are evident[20]. The influence
of gardens on thinkers, mystics, and scholars of the
time can also be found in famous works of literature.
In poetry, for instance, the development of the
garden as an expression of paradise resulted in a
cultural synthesis, enabling thinkers and poets to
refer to gardens literally and metaphorically [17].

The titles of Saadi 6s Gol
Bustan (The Orchard) both are references to the
gar den. The famous poet

tale of an ant traversing the pages of a book,
imagining itself in a rose garden, where words
blossom like the flowers of this garden. This
symbolism extends to the Persian language, where
terms such asc h Bora h §'four -spring"”; also, the
name of a city in southeast Iran) andh a mA s h e
("evergreen") symbolise the antithesis of destructive
change and the anxiety produced by the
unpredictability and impermanence of nature [19].

The earliest known gardens in the region were
established in Mesopotamia. The Achaemenids
(55071 330 BCE) continued the tradition of garden -
making, with Pasargadae (550 BCE) being the most
notable example, which was created in an oasis
surrounded by hills with a rectangular network of
canals that formed a quadripartite layout, organising
gardens, palaces, and pavilions [20]. The art of
garden-making continued through the Parthian and
Sassanid eras and during the reign of Shapur. The
University of Gundishapur was established, where
the favourable climate, fertile soil, abundant water,
and the blend of Iranian and Roman influences
created an ideal setting for discussions, teaching,
and scholarly debates. This made it a suitable place
for Greek and Roman philosophers and scholars, in
addition to the learned individuals and intellectuals
of Iran [21]. After the seventh century CE, large parts
of the Sassanid and Byzantine empires were
conquered by Muslim Arabs, leading to the spread of
the Persian garden throughout the Islamic world
[17], and the layout of Persian gardens influenced
garden designs in other regions where Persan
culture held sway [20]. During the Abbasid period,
Islam experienced a renaissance in science,
philosophy, literature, historiography, and religious
studies as Baghdad and
where Greek philosophy, Gnostic mystical ideas,
Indian medical science, and Persian governance
converged[19].

In these vibrant environments, madrasas
flourished as institutions for higher education.
Evidence suggests that the "prehistory" of the
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madrasa can be traced back at least one and a half
centuries before its official adoption by the Saljuq
dynasty. These early madrasas were likely not
substantial public buildings, and the foundations of
this architectural typology should be understood
within the context of a well-established tradition of
building madrasas in the major cities of the eastern
Il rani an worl d and
where thirty -eight madrasas predate the renowned
Nizamiya of that city [22]. Court gardens, which
during this peri od were the central feature of most
buildings, with all other spaces arranged around it
[20], were adapted tomadrasa design, and thus, the
inward -looking garden became the primary
structural element shaping the spatial organisation
of these educational spaces The importance of the
magasa as af ddhcatiormRldnstitutio &hrardaterispd
by a courtyard adorned with trees and ponds,

Muntesseores theRsgnifidapce of garders in@esigning e

spaces for contemplation and reflection

(Figures 1 & 2).

[22]
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he view of the central court garden and
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Hussein, after passing through the entrance,
provides a harmonious image between architecture
and garden (Sketch by the Author)
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During this period, Rabat Rashidi became a
cultural and academic town where the greatest
scholars of the era gathered from Eastern countries.
It had a large library, and many plants were
discovered and experimented upon in its gardens,
leading to scientific discussions [23]. Rabat Rashidi
exemplified the ideal of a harmonious society and
became a significant centre for knowledge and
culture during its time. Scholars and thinkers from

Ahmadim oghaddam and Khaghani, 2025

diverse backgrounds convened here, fostering a
spirit of collaboration and intellectual exch ange. The
university town of Rabat Rashidi provided a serene

backdrop for intellectual engagement and
symbolised the harmony between nature and
knowledge.

This integration fostered an environment for
thought and creativity, creating a space where ideas
could flourish [24, 25].

Figure 2. A) Placement of the courtyard at the heart of Madrasa not only provides access tothe main areas
of the school but also serves as the central hub for Engagement $ketch by the Author) & B) Painting of the
interior garden of the Mosque and College of Sultan Shah Hussein[26].

Japan
Japanese gardens hold a significant place in
both individual and communal life, deeply

intertwined with the culture, climate, and worldview
of those who create them. To fully understand
Japanese gardens, it is essential to first explore Zen
philosophy. Zen is the discipline of enlightenment,
which signifies emancipation. While freedom within
the realm of relativity remains limited, absolute
freedom is attained through enlightenment. Once
this realisation occurs, external circumstances lose
their hold, and one achieves inner liberation, a
central tenet of Zen thought. Zen emphasises self
reliance and self-awareness, and peace, harmony,
and beauty are the three fundamental elements that

characterise the art of the Japanese Zen Garden.
These gardens cannot be ategorised under a single
typology as they encompass a variety of styles, each
with its own distinct and unmistakable form. The
goal is to offer the observer a reinterpreted vision of
reality where every element contributes to an
immersive landscape [16]. Through symbolic
allusions, Japanese gardens engage the mind on
multiple levels, fostering both conscious reflection
and subconscious thought. Over centuries, the
Japanese garden evolved to aid meditation
practitioners in achieving a desired mental state,
encouraging both conscious and subconscious
thought. The meanings and narratives embedded
within the gardends el

ement s



