


The Aga Khan Museum:

A Repository of Heritage and 

a Source of Inspiration

INTRODUCTION

The mission of the Museum will be to make the art of Islam 

in all its diversity better known. It will show the multiplicity of 

voices with which Islam has spoken.

Prince Amyn Aga Khan
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Left, a sketch by Fumihiko Maki of an elevation 

of the Aga Khan Museum.

Above, a rendering of the future Museum 

looking toward the main entrance shows how 

its facades tilt outward.

His Highness the Aga Khan, spiritual leader of the world’s fifteen mill ion Shia 

Ismaili Muslims, has acted and built widely since his accession to the Imamat 

in , almost always with the clearly stated goal of improving understanding 

between the Muslim world and the West. His activities, from the celebrated Aga 

Khan Award for Architecture to the construction of Ismaili Centres in numerous 

countries, have sought to promote the excellence of architecture as a means 

to improve knowledge and understanding rather than as a goal in and of itself. 

Education in the broadest sense, seen for the younger generation in the creation 

of the Aga Khan Academies and for more advanced studies with the Aga Khan 

University in Karachi and the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture at Harvard 

University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, has always been at 

the heart of his action. The future Aga Khan Museum in Toronto will focus on the 

arts of Islam. It is one of a number of museum projects launched recently by His 

Highness the Aga Khan – two other initiatives being the Museum of Historic Cairo 

located in Azhar Park and the Darb al-Ahmar area undergoing urban regeneration 

by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (in the Egyptian capital) ,  and the Indian Ocean 

Maritime Museum in Zanzibar, where the organizations grouped under the Aga Khan 

Development Network (AKDN) have also been active in the restoration of historic 

buildings, education and the promotion of tourism.
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Previous double page, a rendering by Vladimir 

Djurovic Landscape Architecture of the garden 

space between the Aga Khan Museum (left) and 

the Ismaili Centre (right).

Left, An Aged Pilgrim (detail)

Miniature painting by Nadir al-Zaman’ 

(Abu’l Hasan)

India, Agra, c . –

Opaque watercolour and gold on paper; 

. × . cm

AKM 

Above, a rendering by Maki and Associates of 

an interior space in the Museum.

In recent years, His Highness the Aga Khan has turned considerable attention 

to projects in Canada. There are numerous reasons for this, but his own words best 

describe the motivation that has led him to announce the creation of a new museum 

in Toronto, as well as three other major projects. “It will not surprise you,” he declared 

in , “that I am fascinated by Canada’s experience as a successful pluralistic 

society. My active engagement with Canada began in the s when many Ismailis 

found a welcoming refuge here in Canada from East African ethnic strife. Since that 

time, the Ismaili community has planted deep roots here, become self-sufficient and 

can now make its own contributions to Canada’s pluralistic model. That model, in 

turn, is one which can help to teach and inspire the entire world.” With sensitivity to 

Canada’s bilingual tradition, the Aga Khan continued this speech in French: “Comme 

les Canadiens le savent si bien, l’idéal du pluralisme n’est pas nouveau en ce monde. 

Il a des fondations honorables et anciennes, y compris des racines profondes dans la 

tradition islamique. Ce qui est sans précédent aujourd’hui, c’est une société mondi-

alisée, intimement interconnectée et extraordinairement interdépendante.” ¹
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The Aga Khan Museum 

Two views of the Ismaili Centre (Burnaby, 

British Columbia, Canada; architect/planner: 

Bruno Freschi, ). The first major 

architectural project undertaken in Canada 

by His Highness the Aga Khan.

There are approximately , Ismailis in Canada, of whom , reside in 

the Greater Vancouver area. The first of these citizens arrived in the mid s, often 

as students from such countries as India, Pakistan or Bangladesh (West Pakistan until 

). The flow of Ismailis toward Canada, a country long-known for its tolerance 

and acceptance of the ideas of pluralism, increased in the s due to conflicts 

in Africa and in particular the expulsion of Asians from Uganda in . Though 

some come from Zaire, South Africa, Rwanda, Iran and Syria, a majority of Canadian 

Ismailis originated in Kenya, Uganda, Zanzibar and Tanzania. It was no coincidence 

that the first Ismaili Centre to be built in North America, designed by Bruno Freschi, 

was opened in Burnaby, Vancouver, in .
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Left, a summary rendering by Maki and 

Associates of the main approach to the Aga 

Khan Museum places an emphasis on its 

rectilinear design and outward leaning facades.

Above, a recent view of the Delegation 

of the Ismaili Imamat (Ottawa, Canada; 

design architects: Fumihiko Maki, 

Maki and Associates, ).

The Aga Khan has thus undertaken to give his presence and that of his com-

munity in Canada an even more significant and symbolic turn. Two major projects in 

Ottawa and two in Toronto have clearly marked these initiatives. Given the impor-

tance that the Aga Khan has long placed on architecture, it should be noted that the 

responsibility for three of these projects has been given to two of the best-known 

contemporary architects in the world, Fumihiko Maki from Japan and Charles Correa 

from India. Maki has designed the Delegation of the Ismaili Imamat in Ottawa as well 

as the Aga Khan Museum in Toronto, while Correa is the architect selected to create 

a second Canadian Ismaili Centre, on the same Wynford Drive site in Toronto as the 

Museum. Both architects, as well as the landscape designer Vladimir Djurovic from 

Beirut, have been actively encouraged, not only by the programmatic requirements 

laid out for them, but also in more personal terms by the Aga Khan himself, to seek 

to renew the principles of the architecture of Islam in a contemporary vocabulary 

and in full respect for the context they are working in. When he announced the 

Toronto buildings in , the Aga Khan stated: “In situating these two institutions 

in Canada, we acknowledge both a tradition of tolerance and inclusiveness as well 

as an environment that has permitted diversity to flourish, enriching the civic life of 

each individual and community that has sought to make this country its home. It is to 

this commitment to pluralism that we will turn in seeking to make these institutions 

both a repository of heritage and a source of inspiration for societies the world over 

in the future.” ² The fourth Canadian project today underway is the Global Centre for 
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Pluralism, to be housed in the former Canadian War Museum in Ottawa. The Centre 

will seek to “produce, collect and disseminate applicable knowledge and know-how 

about the values, policies and practices that underpin pluralist societies.” ³

In many ways, the Aga Khan Museum, based on the arts of Islam, will be a 

centrepiece of all of these efforts and a truly symbolic gesture in Canada, just at 

the gates of the United States. Prince Amyn Aga Khan, Director of the Aga Khan 

Foundation, and a Director of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, recently outlined the 

nature and goals of this Museum. “The mission of the Museum,” he stated, “will be 

to make the art of Islam in all its diversity better known. It will show the multiplicity 

of voices with which Islam has spoken. I hope, too, that it will show something of the 

dialogue that has existed between the arts and the aesthetics of the non-Muslim 

world and the Muslim world. There is a sizeable Muslim population in North America 

and, indeed, in Toronto, but I think it is important that people around Toronto are 

better educated about Islam in general through its culture. Through that will come 

more understanding that will, I hope, encourage tolerance. I firmly believe that this 

is the right time to be creating this type of museum. I hope that many prejudices and 

misconceptions will be laid to rest, and through mutual understanding we will achieve 

mutual respect. Through mutual respect, we can hope to achieve peace.” ⁴

Luis Monreal, the General Manager of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, describes 

the Aga Khan Museum from a slightly different perspective: “An important aspect of 

the strategy of His Highness over many years has indeed been to provide opportunities 

Left, Calligraphic Composition on a 

Sweet Chestnut Leaf

Ottoman Turkey, th century

Dried chestnut leaf;  × . cm

AKM 

Above, His Highness the Aga Khan (left) 

in discussion with the specialist in Islamic art, 

Souren Melikian Chirvani, and 

Prince Amyn Aga Khan (right) at the exhibition 

of the Aga Khan Museum Collection at the 

Louvre, Paris, in .
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The Aga Khan Museum 

A rendering by Vladimir Djurovic Landscape 

Architecture of part of the gardens in spring. 

for the West to learn about the culture and civilization of Islam. Within this framework, 

he had the idea that material culture shown through the language of a museum might 

be a good opportunity to provide access to the general public to Muslim cultures, in a 

way that reaches audiences that go beyond academic circles. He felt that a museum 

could compliment, reinforce and deepen this strategy that consists in creating better 

cultural contacts between the West and the Muslim world.” ⁵ The idea of the Museum 

evolved over time, as did its precise location. Luis Monreal explains: “His Highness 

thought about several possible locations, initially in London, but gradually the idea 

emerged that this entity could be effective in North America. Toronto was the logical 

choice for a number of reasons. The first is the pluralistic environment that exists 

in Canada, as His Highness has often stated. It is an environment that is very open, 

very liberal and very curious about other cultures and civilizations, including Islam. 

Secondly, Toronto is strategically placed – there are sixty to seventy million people 

within one hour’s flying distance, constituting a potentially very significant audi-

ence for the Museum. The favourable attitude of government instances and civil 

society to this project in Canada was another determining factor. It was also a happy 

coincidence that a piece of land was found next to another project that had already 

been started – the Ismaili Centre in Toronto, designed by Charles Correa. His Highness 

the Aga Khan availed himself of an opportunity to join two large sites and create an 

interesting landscaping project in an excellent location.” ⁶
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A model photograph by Maki and Associates 

shows the main entrance to the Museum with 

the auditorium dome to the left.
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His Highness the Aga Khan has called on the Lebanese landscape designer, 

Vladimir Djurovic, to create the gardens that will surround the Aga Khan Museum and 

the Ismaili Centre on their Wynford Drive site. With his powerful and often minimalist 

style, Djurovic has succeeded in unifying the work of two different architects, while 

distilling what might best be described as an essence of the Islamic garden and 

offering the public of Toronto a place of calm and inspiration. “We did not copy any 

garden,” says Vladimir Djurovic, “it is more about what you feel and smell and hear in 

an Islamic garden. What it is that I love about Alhambra is the sound of water and the 

smell of jasmine. I wanted to use a very contemporary language.” ⁷ This reference to a 

prestigious example of an Islamic garden is no coincidence. The peaceful coexistence 

of Muslims, Christians and Jews in the al-Andalus of history makes the Alhambra an 

example in more ways than one. The essence of the Islamic garden interpreted in a 

modern way by Vladimir Djurovic might also be seen as an extension of the pluralist 

credo of the Aga Khan Museum.

An image of the Alhambra 

(Granada, Spain, c . ), cited by the 

landscape architect Vladimir Djurovic as one 

of the sources of his inspiration for the design 

of the Wynford Drive gardens.
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A rendering by Vladimir Djurovic 

Landscape Architecture of the gardens shows 

the glass dome of the Ismaili Centre 

(architect: Charles Correa) in the background.
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As these computer renderings demonstrate, 

the landscape architect has taken into account 

the changing seasons in his design of the 

gardens that surround the Aga Khan Museum 

and the Ismaili Centre.

Referring to Maki’s Delegation building in Ottawa, the Aga Khan gave some 

background to his goals there, and also underlined his broad commitment to future 

generations: “In Canada the question was what issues the members of the community 

felt should be addressed. There was a sense that they wanted to be seen as forward-

looking, educated people who could remain true to their traditions but were not 

fearful of modernity or the future. They wanted, in a sense, to Islamicize modernity 

rather than to have modernity impact Islam. We did a survey to try to understand 

what the younger generations in Canada were thinking. If we were going to build 

a building that was going to be there for fifty years or whatever, what should that 

building be? They were talking about aspirations for the future; they were talking 

about integrating themselves with the environment in which they live, which is an 

environment of quality modern buildings. They were looking for modernity, but they 

were also looking for empathy with Islamic traditions. We have that empathy. We 

have not gone to an anti-cultural building, but rather a cultural building where the 

inspiration is modernity plus some of the value systems from the Islamic world. One 

of them is open space.” ⁸
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The idea of openness and modernity certainly permeates the design for the 

new Aga Khan Museum in Toronto, an institution that will seek to branch out far 

beyond its own walls and also beyond the traditional concept of a museum that shows 

old objects in a static way. Although an emphasis will be placed on temporary exhib-

itions, the art works, documents, paintings and objects collected by the Aga Khan 

will themselves speak of modernity and openness in ways echoed by the architecture 

itself. They also speak of more esoteric pursuits: the late Prince Saddrudin Aga Khan, 

whose exquisite miniatures are now part of the Aga Kham Museum Collection, said: 

“Behind each illustration, there is a hidden meaning – the struggle between good and 

evil, the secrets of the universe, the meaning of life and death. Interpreting each 

picture requires considerable knowledge and concentration. If you look at it quickly 

you miss most of the true dimension of the picture.” ⁹

Above, Birds on a Silk Samite Robe (detail)

Iran, th–th century; or China, th century (?)

Length:  cm

AKM 

Right, Prince and Princess Sadruddin Aga 

Khan’s “Salon Persan” in Bellerive Castle, 

Geneva, Switzerland. Princess Catherine 

has generously donated the showcases and 

ceramics of this room to the Aga Khan Museum, 

where it will be reconstituted as seen here.
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Above, Honey-Coloured Glass Bottle

Egypt or Syria, th–th century

Glass, mould blown; 

height  cm

AKM 

Right, Marble Funerary Stele 

Made out of a Roman Baluster

North Africa, kufic text dated AH  (AD )

Marble; height . cm

AKM 

Prince Amyn Aga Khan explains the fundamental link between His Highness’s 

goals of encouraging pluralism and the contents of a museum dedicated to Islamic 

art: “I think the collection shows the diversity that exists within the cultural expres-

sions of a single religion. I believe that a number of young people will be amazed by 

the so-called modernity of these objects. Much of the art of Islam is not as baroque 

and charged and heavy as one might imagine. It is, on the contrary, very simple and 

very linear, and in that sense these objects tie in well with much of the Western 

modern aesthetic. I think that ultimately pluralism is something that attracts people. 

Canadians have always shown a great interest and a great willingness to learn about 

the Third World or the non-Anglo-Saxon world. I think that they will be naturally 

curious to see this collection.” ¹⁰
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It is rare that the concept of a museum embraces ambitions that far surpass 

its own collections. In this instance there is at the heart of the project an affirmed 

concern for pluralism, for mutual understanding. Quality – from the objects exhibited 

to the architecture and landscape design – is part of a concept that implies respect for 

the visitor and the very generosity of spirit that is being willed forth in every visitor 

who is able to see and understand. The fact that the Aga Khan Museum will be alive 

with music, films, lectures and educational activities will serve to further emphasize 

the myriad creativity of Islam, and also allow those with an open eye and mind to 

feel the fundamental energy that expresses a religion, but also a shared humanity. 

Seeing the fundamental ‘modernity’ in an ancient ceramic or a line of calligraphy 

might seem to be the province of an art specialist, whereas here, in the Aga Khan 

Museum, this discovery, the same one that ties the present to the past and the future, 

is the fundamental message. It is in eliciting the “empathy with Islamic traditions” 

of which the Aga Khan speaks that this Museum has the possibility for making a very 

real contribution to respect and tolerance, but also, ultimately, to the spirit. In his 

letter to Fumihiko Maki, written when the Japanese architect was selected to design 

the Museum, His Highness the Aga Khan asked if light might not be the theme of the 

building: the light of God’s creation, but also the light that glows from within, the light 

of human creativity and openness.

  His Highness the Aga Khan, speech on the occasion 

of the signing of the Funding Agreement for 

the Global Centre for Pluralism, Ottawa, Canada, 

 October . “As Canadians know so well, 

the idea of pluralism is not a new one in this 

world. It has honourable and ancient foundations, 

including deep roots in Islamic tradition. What is 

new, today, is that society is globalized, intimately 

interconnected and extraordinarily interdependent.”

  Speech by His Highness the Aga Khan, Toronto, 

Canada,  October .

  ‘Using the Former Canadian War Museum to Its Full 

Potential: The Global Centre for Pluralism’, Global 

Centre for Pluralism press release,  October .

  Prince Amyn Aga Khan, speech at the 

Calouste Gulbenkian Museum, Lisbon, Portugal, 

 March .

  Interview with Luis Monreal by the author, Geneva, 

Switzerland,  June .

  Ibid.

  Interview with Vladimir Djurovic by the author, Paris, 

France,  January .

  Interview with His Highness the Aga Khan by the 

author, London, United Kingdom,  March .

  June Ducas, “Hidden Secrets of the Universe” 

at: http://www.amaana.org/ISWEB/sadruddin.htm, 

from the Daily Telegraph (UK),  January .

  Prince Amyn Aga Khan, speech at the 

Calouste Gulbenkian Museum, Lisbon, Portugal, 

 March .

Far left, Incense Burner 

in the Form of a Cockerel (detail)

Iran, Khorasan, th century

Bronze inlaid with copper; height  cm

AKM 

Left, an interior rendering of the Aga Khan 

Museum by Maki and Associates intended to 

indicate the ambiance of the space more than 

the design specifics of the displays.
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