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This year the Aga
Khan celebrated his
70th birthday and
his golden jubilee as

spiritual leader of
Ismaili Mushms.

His extrzordinary
investment in arts and
architecture includes
plans for a museum

of Islamic arr, writes
Lucian Harris,

cligions leader, philanthropist, diplomar, horse breeder,
business rycoon, jes-serer, patron of architecture and
hetitage presereation: at 70 vears old, Prince Karim

Aga Khan v is many things to many people, Carrently

celebranng his 3kh vear as lmam or spinmual leader o a

elobal commumiry of around 20m lsmali Musling, the A

Khan may be o familiar fipeee in the winnees” snelosieee e

Epsom or in paparaze photngraphs on the Cosia Smerelda,
ver he remains an exmemely privace person, leading a Gife thar fow understand well,

He assumed the Imamare on the death of his grandfather in 1957, The tile was
AVTICNTTIOUS with fabulos weleh, lu XUty arl !._Ij:.’l,n'l-:rur, mast least thanks torhe l;:_\.:"IEI:Il':'\
of his father, Prince Aly Khan, whose marnage wo Fim Hareorth and tste for fase
horses, fast cars and fast women contribuced wo Ris being overlooked in the succession.

The bwice-marned — and currently single — Aum Khan has eontinued many of his
family’s rradidonal interests. Not oaly is he a major breeder of racchorses at his
Adglemont cstare in France b, like his :_|l'|‘..ll"ll.£!-7|'..|'ll:]'I wher serviedd a8 President of the
Lewmue of Natons, he has assumed an important role on the world stage. This has
been manifested primanly theough the acovites of the Aga Khan Development

Network (A<Dx), an umbrella group that ce-ordinates a2 wide range of agedcies and
projects. With a presence in 27 countrics emploving 37 000 peaple, it is onz of the

larizest private development omganisations i1 the world The Al-Azhar Park, Cairo, a recent
Culoure has long plaved o kev role in the Aga Khan's acoviges. Together with major focus for the Aga Khan's interest

weonomie axd socm] development, l1is omeof theee mun areas covercd by the in urban regeneration. Photo: © axrc!

wkis, which is strucmared to reflect the Aga Khan's belief in the interennnecedness Karim Ibeabim 2 The Aga Khan

iof rany of 15 poals, In this conrexe the cururl progrimmes carded our under its greets the Prince of Wales and the

aegns are widely framed as wols of socal reform, either directly inked 0 e economie Duchess of Cormwall ar the Ismaili

regeneragon of some of the poorest Muslim communioes, or designed 1o encourage Centre, Loncon, in July for the

better understanding of the cultural achievements of [slamie avilisanons, apening of an exhibition of art desuned
Mevertheless, acconding te Lais Monreal, the direcor of the Aga Khan Trust for for the Aga Khan’s Toronte museum,

Coulture (), the body which adminisoers all bis culrural acivites, the Aga Khan bas Photo: Amhel de Serra = The Aga Khan

been very careful to keep a clear division between his rele a5 Imam of the lsmaili on the 12th-cenmury Ayyubid

community and the work of the ki, which mainmains ¢ sccular frone despite its deep Wall everlooking Caire's citadel.

irvishoermient in the Islamie world, Phote: © axrc/Gary Oroe
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4 The Umm al-Sultan
Sha'ban mosque, Cairo,
restored with help from
the AKTC in 2007.

& axTed Gary Ore

5 Book coves, Iran,
late 16th century.
Lacquer with gold
and mother-of-pearl,
27.7¢m X 16.7 cm.
Aga Ehan Museum
Collections, © axrte

& Decorative plate,
Iran, & 17th cenmury.
Siliceous paste with
paint and glare,
diam. 42 cm. © AKTC
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The main projects administered by the sk inclede
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture — a fagship
endeavour estabbshed in 1977— the Histone Cites

Support Programme; the Museums Projecr the Music
Initiarve in Ceneral Asta; and the Aga Khan Program
fior Islimic Architcenme, with is onling presence
ArchMer. This vear, aseries of exhibitions in

Parma, London and Fanis presented
highlights of a callecton of Iskamic art
thiat will find its permanent home
when the Aga Khan Muzeum opens

in Toronm in 2010, Cn display were
many smr los from recent London
aucticns, purchases thar revealed the
extent o which the Aza Khan has
become a major presends in the
Istamic art market, *His Highness
erwns and appreciates beautful objects
from all cultures and & as interested in
European art as he is in Islamic art,’ says Benoit
Junod, head of the Aga Khans Museum Suppon Unic
‘Bur he 15 not an obsessive collector like his uncle
Prince Sadruddin, who would never miss a sale”

*He has a notion thar in the west there is still an
incredible imomnce of the culnural achievements of
the Islamic world and that the best way to bodge this
gap of undersmnding is through educaton’, adds
Junod. *“He sees thar chjecrs can be the cammers of a
non-fexmn] message, allowing a glimpse into a Muslim
world that is very diffzrent from thar which we sceon
television today”

For Landon, the exhibigon ‘Spirt and Life’ Fig. 2)
gave a taste of what oould have been if the Aga Khan
had not failed in two antempts m secure sites for
the museum in the Britsh capital In 2002 an offer
of £24m for a disused part of St Thomas’s Hospital
on the Lambeth Embankment fell foul of local
opposition, as did another proposed site aest w
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Tame Britain, Frustraree, the Aga Khan swinched his
foqus 1o Canacla, where 2 laspe [smaill communiry
has lived sinee the 1971k,

The 10000 sguare- oot museurn by Patdeer-
Prese—aanming Japaness architect Furmbhakos Maks
iz T) wall share 2 seven-hectre site with a new
Ismaili centre by vereran Indinn modernist Charles
Correa, When it opens it will be the first dedicated
musgum of lslamic an ouside the Mushm world.

“Building the eolleetion for the museur started in
eamest around six or soven vears ago', sas Monseal,
Initially it was with theassistance of the Aga Khan's
brother Prnce Amyn as well as his uncle Ponce
Sadruddin, a passicname coflector of Perstin, Armbic,
Indian and Turkish miniamres and manuseripts since
the 19505, His highly impeoreant callection of the ares
of the lglamic book was asquired for the muscum
shertly before Prince Sadruddin’s death in 2003,

‘With Shoikh Saud al-Thani of Qamr spending
limitess amouns on easures for the Moseum of
lslamic Artin Doha, which opens pext ver, the past
decade has not been the easiest ome oo buld a high-
gulity eolleetion, Nevertheless the Aga Khan has
cotinued to buy discreetdy and astutely The mnge
iof material is impressive”, says Sheila Canby, curator of

Islamic art and antquities at the Brtsh Museum,
“The Aga Fhan appears 1o aporeciate these
objecs not only as works of am but
alsa 5 mwuchsmnes of the materal
culture of the Mushm world in
Carier Conmuncs.
The eallection (Figs 5, 6 and
8} covers all the maor Ielamic
avilisations, with a parteular fiocus
on areas related to the Aga Khan’s
religien and ancestry. The ans of the
varous Shia regimes thar have ranged
fram Iran m India are well repeesented,
including the Perstan Qajar dvnasty, whose ruler
Fath Ali Shab first conferred the e of Aga Khan in
the 19th cenmury. However, it is the Fanmid c:lipl‘h'ltc,
a Shia Tsmaili dynasty that ruled much of North
Adrica and the Middle East beroeen the 10th and 12th
ceturies, tharis perhaps the most imporant reference
peint for the Aga Khan, who races his ancestry o
Fatimn, danghter of the Propher Muhammnd

The Aga Khan's identification with Fatimid
culture i also reflected in his wide-mnging
imvalvernent with the regeneration of the fabric of
medieval Cairo (Fig 3], which was founded in 969
ascapitn] of the Fanmid caliphate, The work there
exzmplifies a holisoe spproach thar runs hrough the
work of the kg, in which architecruml restoraton is
linked with the improvenent of social conditons and
ecconomically sumulamng for-profic veniures.

Ini an interview with Philip Jodidio, published in
a new book, Uleder the faver of Areliteetirr— The g



Kl Builder and Patron, the Aga Khan deseribes how
his interest in archigecoure was samulated by visiong
impoverished communities in the 19604 *It was drven
by the question of what to do to improve the quality
of life of the ulra poor’, he says. ‘Architeeture is the
only are thar is a direct reflecoor of poverry .. init
there is an inherent and unavoidable demonstraton
of the guality of life or irs absence.

The work in Cairo arose from a 1984 scheme
tw prowide the Egypaan eapital with much-needed
groen space. The result was the ereation of Al-Akhar
Park, which was finally completed in 2005 (Fig, 1)
This 830m transformaton of a 30-hectare former
municipal rubbish dump in a depressed area close m
the citade] was the fimst of 4 series of akm-funded
projects to repencrate this histeric part of the cite
These included the excavaton and restomton of the
origingl walls of the fortified city built in the lare 12th
century for the Ayvubid ruler Sakih al-Din Salading,
as well a3 the recently completed restoration of two
miedieval compleses in the Darb al-Ahmar distice: the
H4th-cenmury Umm al-Sultan Sha'ban mosque (Fig 4)
and the Khayrbek complex, which encompasses
a Lith-cennury palace, 2 mosgque and an Omnoman
house. At the inaugumabon ceremony; the Aga Khan

7 Artist’s impression of
ﬂ:c.ﬂp Khen Musem in
Toronto, scheduled to
open in 2010, £ AKTC

& Shal Abadl-Ma'ali

by Ustad Dust
Muhammad, India,

& 1556, gouache on
paper 14.3 am x 17.4 em.
Apﬂ'ﬂnh'lum
Collections, £ axTc

Works from the Aga
Ehan Muscam
Callections cn be seen
in the exhibitions ‘Chefs
d'ocuvre islamiques de
l'ﬁplﬂ:mn Museurn' and
“Le chant du monde -
Lart de I'lran safavide,
1501-1736", both at the
Musée du Louvre, Paris,
until Januwary 7, 2008,

explained that the project had given him “a profound
sense of connecton with my own gncestors’,

Caires s also the location of the seeond of the Aga
Khan's three major museum projects (the thied is the
Indian Oeean Maritime Museum in Zansdbar), At the
noeth end of Al-Axhar Park the s is Building the
Museumn of Historic Cairo in collaboration with the
Supreme Council of Antiguitics of Fgvpt. The
museurm, which will house arrefaces drmwn from the
reserves of other callections in Cairo, will be part of
the Urban Plea, 2 mixed-use Ef:mpl:::c_

Another eountry in which the Aga Khan has
extensive ongeinge culturl projects is Afghanistan,

In kabul, the arre has focused on histore distmers in
the obd ciry threarened by unscrupulous development,
The most high-profile projeet has been the restoration
of the war-damaged Bagh-¢ Babur, the 16th-cenmry
gardens and tomb of Mubammad Zahiruddin Babur,
tounder of the Mughal empire in Indin, The progeer,
earrice out in eollaboration with the Deutsches
Archiiclogisches Instinur, was completed in 20006,

The A Khan bas also funded the restomton of the
late-18th-cenmury mausoleum of “Timure Shah, the ruler
reganded as the founder of modern Afhanistan,

While projects mnge from nomthern Pakistan o
Langibar, the Aga ohan’s prisence in the facld of
cultural henage is not exclusively devored w the
Iskamie werld. He has reeently eollaborated with
the World Monuments Fund (wan) o undermbe
various renovatons on the esate of the chatau of
Chanlly, close to his home ar Aiglemont in France.

Aceording o Bonnie Bumbam, president of
the wap, which has worked with the Ak on kY
projects, the Aga Khan’ cultural programmes ane
unigue because of the way that he approaches each
ane through a deep understanding of the basic
sacial and econamic conditions, working up o cngage
with the whole project on the appropriare level: “They
really are very brond-based and visic Y, There ane
not many instwdons that have the capacioy oo do dhis.
He is incredibly energetic, He really dogs seem o have
his finger on the pulse of life in the glabal shmic
community embracing every seet and mnifestation of
culture and he's interested inall of "

Lucian Harns is 2 journalist and historian of
Indian and Islamic art.
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