
 The Aga Khan Museum 

Although it may have appeared over time that each new initiative of His Highness 

the Aga Khan was destined to function independently, the overall strategy of these 

programmes is now quite clear. The Aga Khan Museum in Toronto is not destined to 

be an isolated oasis of comprehension, but rather part of a scheme to bring Islam 

and the West closer together, and also to provide the populations of Muslim coun-

tries with a better understanding of their own culture and civil izations. In the words 

of Luis Monreal, the General Manager of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC): “In 

the strategy of His Highness to use the Museum as an educational tool, the Aga 

Khan Museum is not set up in isolation. At the same time, His Highness is creating 

museums in the Muslim world. Two examples are the Museum of Historic Cairo 

and the Indian Ocean Maritime Museum in Zanzibar.” ¹ Simultaneously with these 

initiatives, a programme of travell ing exhibitions and of assistance to museums in 

developing countries has been launched. The first travell ing exhibition concerned 

works from the Aga Khan Museum and was seen in  and  in Parma (Italy), 

London, Paris and Lisbon.

On a tract of land measuring thirty hectares, used for centuries as a rubbish 

pile, His Highness the Aga Khan undertook the creation of Azhar Park in Cairo in . 

Inaugurated in , the Park is named after the great Azhar Mosque, located slightly 

north of the Darb al-Ahmar area. Al-Azhar Mosque was established in  by Iman 

al-Mu’izz, the Fatimid founder of Cairo. Al-Azhar, meaning “the most flourished and 

shining” in Arabic, was dedicated to Sayeda Fatima al-Zahra’, daughter of the Prophet 
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Mohammed, from whom His Highness the Aga Khan descends. It is only natural, then, 

that this great new Park in the heart of Cairo, close to its Fatimid roots and created 

by the present Aga Khan, should be called Azhar Park.

In creating this place of calm in the midst of Cairo’s teeming life, His Highness 

the Aga Khan wrote: “We stand today confronted with starkly different visions of the 

future of historic cities. At a time when our heritage, the anchor of our identity and 

source of inspiration, is being threatened with destruction, by war and environmental 

degradation, by the inexorable demographic and economic pressures of exploding 

urban growth, or by simple neglect, there can be no doubt that it is time to act. Will we 

allow the wealth that is the past to be swept away, or will we assume our responsibil-

ity to defend what remains of the irreplaceable fabric of history? My answer is clear. 

One of our most urgent priorities must be to value, and protect, what is greatest 

in our common heritage. Breathing new life into the legacy of the past demands a 

creativity, tolerance and understanding beyond the ordinary.” ²

THE MUSEUM OF HISTORIC CAIRO, CAIRO, EGYPT

It is very much in this spirit that the AKTC is building the Museum of Historic 

Cairo at the north end of Azhar Park in cooperation with the Supreme Council of 

Antiquities of Egypt. Luis Monreal states: “The general reasons for creating this 

Museum are the same ones that inspired the founding of the Aga Khan Museum 

in Toronto. It will offer Cairene and Muslim populations that visit an informal and 

An aerial view of Azhar Park in Cairo, created 

on the site of a former rubbish dump in the 

heart of the medieval city. The new Museum of 

Historic Cairo will be situated at the top edge 

of the Park as seen in this image.
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effective insight into the history of Cairo. The Museum is an important educational 

tool because its objects have an emotional impact and do not necessarily require 

academic or formal education to appreciate them, at least in part. The history of 

Cairo is of particular interest to His Highness and the Ismaili community, given the 

fact that Cairo was the capital of the Fatimid Empire, the only time in history that 

the Shia Imami Ismailis constituted a state. Within the context of the other project 

created by His Highness – Azhar Park – the Museum adds a very important cultural 

asset to what is already an important space of leisure. This is a partnership with the 

Supreme Council of Antiquities of Egypt. The building and its collections are owned 

by the Council. What we do is to provide technical and design services to develop 

the project and to build the Museum. It will function as a visitor’s centre, guiding 

tourists to sites near Azhar Park – the Fatimid remains excavated by the French 

archaeologic al mission, or the Ayyubid Wall excavated and restored by the AKTC. 

It will provide opportunities to discover and visit the neighbouring Darb al-Ahmar 

district and other neighbouring historic areas. It focuses a beacon on Islamic Cairo 

and its founders, the Fatimids.” ³

The -square-metre Museum is thus located at the heart of the historic 

centre of Cairo. As the documentation of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) 

explains: “Art and architectural elements from Heliopolis, the early settlements of 

Cairo and the City’s major historical periods will be on show, including the Fatimid 

Golden Age, the periods of the Ayyubids and Mamluks, and the era of Ottoman rule. 
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Special rooms will recreate the atmosphere of nineteenth-century Cairo. The Museum 

will house some of the great wealth of the art and artefacts of Cairo’s medieval 

heritage that is not currently on display to the public. To conserve and restore the 

artefacts and artworks that will be shown in the Museum, the AKTC has set up a 

conservation laboratory that is training young local technicians in this field. At the 

same time, important art and architectural elements for the Cairo Museum of Islamic 

Art are being restored in the same facility.” ⁴ The Museum will be complemented by 

exhibition spaces within the neighbouring Ayyubid Wall and within restored cultural 

buildings in the historic city that visitors will be encouraged to discover, following 

special itineraries, as they leave the Museum. 

THE INDIAN OCEAN MARITIME MUSEUM, ZANZIBAR, TANZANIA

Beginning in , the Aga Khan Historic Cities Programme (HCP) undertook 

conservation work in the Zanzibar Stone Town area. Their work on the former 

Tharia Topan Jubilee Hospital, called the Old Dispensary, built beginning in  

in the Old Stone Town of Zanzibar, was a main element of the intervention. In 

, the building was converted into the Stone Town Cultural Centre. It is this 

building that will house a two-storey museum dedicated to the Indian Ocean as a 

maritime space in which, since prehistory, the exchange of goods, ideas and myths 

has taken place between its diverse coastal civilizations. Luis Monreal explains: 

“The Indian Ocean Maritime Museum responds to the same global strategy but 

Built as the Tharia Topan Jubilee Hospital 

(Zanzibar, Tanzania, ), this structure 

was restored by the Aga Khan Trust for 

Culture and converted into the Stone Town 

Cultural Centre (). Long called the Old 

Dispensary, it will be the location of the 

Indian Ocean Maritime Museum.
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An exhibiton of the Aga Khan Museum 

Collection entitled Splendori a Corte , which 

took place in the Palazzo della Pilotta, in 

Parma, Italy, in .

has other particular goals. The first is to bring Zanzibar Stone Town a new and 

important cultural asset that will reinforce and compliment the conservation and 

rehabilitation work undertaken by the AKTC and will constitute a new attraction 

for foreign tourists. The Museum responds to the idea of promoting tourism of 

quality in Zanzibar. It is aimed at people who go there more for culture than for the 

beaches. The Museum has succeeded in salvaging the celebrated Sultan’s Barge, 

a nineteenth-century vessel complete with canopy, oars and gilded decoration, 

which will be a major attraction for visitors. The ceremonial boat was in very bad 

condition, abandoned in Zanzibar Harbour, but was fully restored by the AKTC. 

The Museum intends to show how a sea-faring culture moved through this region, 

linking very different material cultures of which the common denominator was the 

Islamic faith. The Museum will underline the pluralistic and tolerant basis of Islam. 

In Zanzibar, there were long-term and successful contacts between animist black 

Africa, Christian colonizers and the Islamic populations. The Museum will explain 

the origins of navigation along the coast ranging back to the pre-Islamic stories 

of the Indian Ocean. It will be an asset for local education as well. The main thrust 

is always education.” ⁵

Information about the evolution of Arab navigation and the travels of Ibn 

Battuta, Marco Polo, Ibn Majid, or Zheng He will be part of the exhibitions. Pirates 

and trading companies, the slave trade and cloves are all part of the fascinating 

history of Zanzibar. According to the AKDN description: “Models of naval vessels, 
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old navigation instruments and maps and other original artefacts that illustrate the 

history of the commercial and cultural contacts between Africa, the Middle East, the 

Indian subcontinent and the Far East will be featured. Indian Ocean ecology and the 

effects of human activity on local ecosystems will also be highlighted in interactive 

models and displays.” ⁶

TRAVELLING EXHIBITIONS

The Aga Khan Museum in Toronto will initiate or participate in three to four 

major temporary exhibitions per year concerning the Islamic world, presented in 

historic, geographic or thematic terms. The first major travelling show organized by 

the AKTC and the Museum grouped together a number of the most significant works 

of the Aga Khan Museum Collections and toured to Parma (Italy), London, the Louvre 

in Paris and the Calouste Gulbenkian Museum in Lisbon.⁷ The institutions involved 

in these shows may well engage in future collaboration with the Aga Khan Museum, 

but in the meantime the  miniatures, manuscripts, ceramics and other artworks 

displayed in London, for example, give the clearest idea of the objects that will form 

the core of the institution. As His Highness the Aga Khan wrote in the forward for 

the catalogue of the London exhibition: “This exhibition of masterpieces from the 

Islamic world underlines that the arts, particularly when they are spiritually inspired, 

can become a medium of discourse that transcends the barriers of our day-to-day 

experiences and preoccupations. Many questions are currently being raised in the 
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Above and right, images from the exhibition 

entitled The Path of Princes: Masterpieces 

of Islamic Art from the Aga Khan Museum 

Collection , at the Calouste Gulbenkian 

Foundation, Lisbon, Portugal, in .

West about the Muslim world, with countless misconceptions and misunderstandings 

occurring between our contemporary societies. I thus hope that this exhibition will 

hold a special significance at a time which calls for enlightened encounters amongst 

faiths and cultures.” ⁸

The London exhibition included such masterpieces as a Qur’an folio in 

gold kufic script on blue parchment (North Africa, th–th century, AKM ). 

Although the contents of the Aga Khan Museum are not based on a collection 

formed over the centuries, there is a relationship between this thousand-year-old 

parchment and the history of the Shia Imami Ismailis. His Highness the Aga Khan 

writes: “The arts have always had a special significance for my family. More than 

a thousand years ago, my ancestors, the Fatimid Imams, encouraged patronage of 

the arts and fostered the creation of collections of outstanding works of art and 

libraries of rare and significant manuscripts. Many of my family members are art 

lovers and collectors. In particular my late uncle, Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan, was a 

great connoisseur of manuscripts and miniatures, and many of the works on paper 

and parchment presented in this exhibition came from his collection.” ⁹ Another work 

from the collections, Rustam Pursues the Div Akvan Disguised as an Onager (Folio 
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r from the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp, Iran, Tabriz, c . –, AKM ), 

shows not only the highest quality in Islamic art, but also its variety, here delving 

into a figurative and lush fantasy world that might seem far removed from a folio 

of the Qur’an. And yet it is precisely Islam that unites these works, though they may 

be separated by centuries and hundreds or even thousands of kilometres in their 

point of origin. It is an indication of the level of the collection that the itinerary of 

this exhibition took it to the Louvre in Paris and the Calouste Gulbenkian Museum 

in Lisbon. As in all other initiatives, His Highness the Aga Khan has seen to it that 

the study and display of his works is carried out in the best circumstances possible. 

Though scholars and collectors have devoted their lives to understanding and pos-

sessing such works, they were offered in the travelling exhibition of the Aga Khan 

Museum to the view of all those with the desire to know more about Islamic art. 

Even without the capacity to read Arabic or knowledge of the legends of sixteenth-

century Iran, it is clear to the visitor that a deep and varied culture has produced 

these works. That realization might indeed be the first step to understanding that 

can encourage the very tolerance that His Highness the Aga Khan has long sought 

to foster. 
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Another image from the exhibition entitled 

The Path of Princes: Masterpeices of Islamic 

Art from the Aga Khan Museum Collection , at 

the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, Lisbon, 

Portugal, in .

Aga-Khan-Museum_Final.indd   110 25.07.2008   17:42:42 Uhr



Um dolor ad el ut praestionse feuguer atincin 

venit atin henim zzrilla adit nim iure exeril 

ullam el dolore erci blan ute del etuero dolenisl 

dolor summy non ullam inci el iusciduis nim 

quam, se tet veliquat.

Museums and Exhibitions

Aga-Khan-Museum_Final.indd   111 25.07.2008   17:42:55 Uhr


