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INVISIBLE

INVISIBLE/
VISIBLE

Fujan Fahmi

"Without smell, taste and color,
it exists in nature in a pristine state.

It is a prerequisite to any organism's

presence and this planet's sustain-
ability. It flows through us, constituting

the vast majority of our bodies,

composing the entire symphony of
existence."

Hiroshi Osada, Almost Nothing,
Yet Everything: A Book about Water'

Combined with soil features and

topography, water forms the physical
substrate that exerts forces of various

kinds on our ecosystems. Its
dynamics are linked to the peculiarities
of topography. Like many natural

processes, part of the beauty of the

power ofwater lies in its indomitable
nature, which can sometimes become

threatening. Sophisticated societies

are nowadays quite capable of
protecting themselves against natural
threats. However, the unknowns, the

extremes, and the natural phenomena

we cannot predict still pose significant

peril. So, while we may praise
this element, we fear it so much at

the same time that we have always

attempted to exercise our dominance

over it, dictating our directives.

The illusion of control over natural

processes has led to harmful
environmental investments.2 Meanwhile,
we have all contributed to the climate
change of entire regions. We have

seen entire landscapes changed to
suit our needs, leading to disruptions
in weather patterns and extreme
weather events. Most of the impacts
are felt in the water cycle, including
natural calamities; their frequency
and magnitude are predicted to
intensify in the coming years.3 Now,
the role of design will inevitably have

to change. Alongside the formation
of spaces, a significant reshaping of
our current urban and infrastruc-
tural landscapes is inevitable. Landscape

architecture has a role to play
in preventing waste and disruption
while supporting resilient, dynamic
ecosystems that inspire people to
become more adaptive.4

Humans have long influenced the

ecological-morphological conditions
of water. For instance, in Switzerland,
Europe's "water castle," roughly half
of the 60,000 kilometers of streams
and rivers have been straightened,
dammed, canalized, or given retaining

structures.5 Desert cultures such

as in Iran have canalized precious
underground water flows to guide
and use the rare element economically.

Throughout the arid regions of
Iran, both agricultural and permanent

settlements are supported by the
ancient qanat system of tapping
alluvial aquifers at the heads of valleys
and conducting the water along
underground tunnels by gravity, often
over many kilometers. Thoughtfully
considering water infrastructure
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management under extreme conditions,

Iran's ancient, engineered water

systems appear to offer a viable

source of inspiration in revising sus-

tainability perspectives in landscape
architecture. After all, the value of
systems such as qanat lies precisely
in the interwoven knowledge they
can provide us rather than in their
expression as merely a technical
solution to hydro-management.6

The logic and complexity of the
manufactured framework respond
to the potential for calamity with
a far-sighted solution that is a classic

display of human inventiveness.
The Persians have turned an otherwise

inhospitable desert into a

garden.7 In so doing, they have gained
in-depth expertise in terrain
morphology that has proved crucial in
establishing a close relationship with
their territory.8 The veins of the desert

are a manufactured water
harvesting system, extracting it from the
earth by gravity only, requiring no
additional energy or cost, and taking
advantage of the existing natural
environment, material technology, and

indigenous knowledge. Negar Sanaan

Bensi explains that the word
"territory" can be considered according
to two lineages: one directly from
the Latin word territorium "the land
around a town," and the older root
terra, "the dry land and earth," from
the Indo-European word ters, dry.9

Hence, in Avestan, it evolved into the

word tarsna, meaning thirst, while in
modern Farsi it became tesneh, literally

thirsty. The desire to drink water
could be considered as the impetus
and motive for people to seek a way

to inhabit a bare land and explore its
hidden waters. In addition, it urged
people to envision, create and cross
boundaries within their land to favor
the process of habitation.

The Pahlavanpour Garden in the

town of Mehriz, Iran, exemplifies
the array of design methods that
have evolved and been adapted to
the challenging climatic conditions.
Located on a sloping plain, the garden

is surrounded by the Shirkooh
Mountains. Entering the enclosed

garden, the visitor is welcomed
by the gentle whisper of a stream

flowing through a humble, almost

Water stream in the Garden

of Pahlavanpour, Mehriz, Iran

67



forest-like garden, nourished by the
Hassan Abad-e Moshir Qanat. Among
old plane trees, alongside fruit trees,

an oasis emerges amid a harsh region.
From its first appearance, the stream
flows through the houses and
gardens of Mehriz, and along its course
a line of trees has been cultivated
to save the water from evaporation.
The mountain spring water, invisible

at first, is returned to the surface
and forms a green belt around the

town, greatly benefiting the quality
of the climate.10

Ancient systems serve as the best

role models in dealing with impending

climatic shifts: one glance back

at qanats reveals the ability of these

timeless constructions to provide a

variety of city ecosystem benefits by
driving urban resilience. Over the
centuries, qanats have emerged with
the overarching goal ofdirecting water

from its source to its destination.
Archaeologist Henri Goblot recognizes

the system as one of the most

ingenious engineering inventions in
human history." Extracting hidden
waters and landscaping oases and

gardens, creating paradises teeming
with vitality, simply could not have

been accomplished without a well-
spring of imagination.12
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