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The Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture

I have selected two of America’s most distinguished architectural schools – Harvard and MIT – and established a

programme for Islamic architecture. This programme will not only utilize their immense intellectual resources for the

benefit of scholars seeking to understand Islamic architecture, but also circulate this expertise among students, teachers

and universities in Muslim and Western countries.1

His Highness the Aga Khan

Established in 1979, the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture (AKPIA) at Harvard University

and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) is supported by endowments from the Aga

Khan that “support instruction, research and student aid … the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Archi-

tecture is dedicated to the study of Islamic architecture, urbanism, visual culture and conserva-

tion in an effort to respond to the cultural and educational needs of a diverse constituency drawn

from all over the world. Along with the focus on improving the teaching of Islamic art and architec-

ture and setting excellence as the standard in professional research, the Aga Khan Program for Is-

lamic Architecture also continually strives to promote the visibility of pan-Islamic cultural heritage.”

The Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture was the fruit of conversations between the Aga

Khan and the Presidents of Harvard and MIT that took place in the late 1970s. With the encour-

agement and participation of Professors Oleg Grabar (Harvard), William Porter (MIT) and others,

AKPIA took the form of endowed professorships at the two institutions with supporting publications,

such as the journal of Islamic studies Muqarnas. The creation of AKPIA coincided within two years

with that of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. As the Aga Khan himself underlines, the Award

was not conceived in the specific goal of teaching, so an educational component to his commit-

ment to architecture in the Islamic world was necessary. The question arose of whether to seek to

endow institutions in the Muslim world or rather to select Western universities. Perhaps in part be-

cause he was educated at Harvard, but also for other carefully thought-out reasons, the Aga Khan

decided that Harvard and MIT would be at the heart of this Program. The two institutions, both

located in Cambridge, Massachusetts, have a long history of fruitful collaboration, but also a num-

ber of significant differences in their curricula and traditions. The influence of the Aga Khan Program

for Islamic Architecture on the study of Islamic art and architecture in the United States has been

undeniable – with a large number of graduates from the Program teaching across the country,

often in newly created positions that might not have existed had AKPIA not been created. AKPIA

graduates are also a significant factor in a number of universities in the Muslim world. With the se-

lection of professors born in Muslim countries today (Gülru Necipoglu, Turkey; Nasser Rabbat, Syr-

ia; and Hashim Sarkis, Lebanon), the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture has also con-

tributed to a shift away from what might be termed the ‘Orientalist’ approach to the study of Islamic
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art and architecture to one that has sought out and discovered many of the roots of the originality

and creativity of countries sometimes underestimated in the West.

As is usually the case, the Aga Khan’s own explanation of the reasons for creating the Aga Khan

Program for Islamic Architecture is the clearest and most convincing of arguments: “As a student

of history, you learn about the cultural processes of history. I was looking at the physical environ-

ment in the developing world, and I had to ask myself what we were doing correctly, or incorrectly.

My sense was that while there was a fairly good understanding of programmatic requirements, the

contextualization of those programmatic requirements in our part of the world just did not exist.

Conceptualizing the Program began in the mid 1970s. Those involved in the process came at it

with a sense of humility in the face of issues that were sensed, but that had never been intellec-

tualized or rationalized. We started with an enormous process of inquiry. The industrialized world

was dominating the processes of change in the Third World, and that domination resulted in an edu-

cational process in the Islamic world that was First-World driven. Therefore, we had to accept that

an educational role was necessary. The question was how to design an educational resource that

would have the maximum possible impact and, at the same time, have a legitimacy which would

make it acceptable to much of the Islamic world. That became the basis for the Aga Khan Program

for Islamic Architecture at Harvard University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.”2

1 His Highness the Aga Khan, quoted in http: //www.akdn.org/aktc/AKPIA_BR.pdf.

2 His Highness the Aga Khan, quoted in psb 03-02-0140 Aga Khan Development Network http: //akdn.org.
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ArchNet.org

The Aga Khan has always taken an interest in the dis-

semination of information and knowledge concerning

the programmes he funds. More specifically, he has

sought to “find ways in which the profound humanistic

tradition of Islam could inform the concept and con-

struction of buildings and public spaces.” The archi-

tecture magazine Mimar and the Islamic arts journal

Muqarnas have been indications of this continuing pre-

occupation. The Aga Khan held a series of meetings in

1998 with the President of MIT, Charles Vest, and the

Dean of MIT’s School of Architecture and Planning,

William Mitchell, with the goal of enlarging the scope of

the Program he created at Harvard and MIT in 1977, the

Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture (AKPIA).

The result of these talks was the creation of ArchNet

(http://archnet.org), a website, or perhaps more correctly

an online community that aims to provide information on

architecture, planning and landscape design in the devel-

oping world with a focus on Muslim cultures, and to al-

low students, teachers or practitioners to contact people

with similar interests all over the world. Originally devel-

oped in collaboration with the MIT Press, ArchNet is

funded by the AKTC and developed and administered at

MIT’s School of Architecture and Planning with the co-

operation of the School of Architecture at the University

of Texas, Austin. At the heart of ArchNet is a digital library

that draws upon the resources of the AKTC archives, the

Documentation Centre of the Aga Khan Program for Is-

lamic Architecture at Harvard University and the Rotch

Visual Collections at MIT. This vast repository of images,

project files and publications is free of charge to users.

Most of the files concerning the Aga Khan Award for Ar-

chitecture, including field reports, project portfolios and

seminar and Award publications, are readily available on

the site. As Charles Vest stated on 27 September 2002

at the official launching of the site: “ArchNet fulfils the

original promise of the Internet, it provides accessibility

to teaching resources that are currently unavailable to

many universities, while creating a worldwide online

community that is constantly enriching the contents of

the catalogue. Everyone benefits. At MIT, we benefit

from the upload of unique resources from ArchNet part-

ner schools, while schools around the world have the

opportunity to choose teaching materials from the com-

bined resources of MIT, Harvard, the Aga Khan Trust for

Culture and other partner schools.”1 Given that many

potential users of this network do not have ready access

to substantial architecture libraries or other source ma-

terial, ArchNet can indeed claim to be the largest and

richest initiative of its kind in terms of content and global

reach. Shiraz Allibhai, the former director of ArchNet,

now working with the AKTC in Geneva, cites up-to-date

figures for the site: “As of February 2007, ArchNet had

over 39,000 members from 173 countries. The holdings

of its Digital Library have increased to over 52,000 im-

ages and 4000 files, illustrating more than 5000 historic

and contemporary buildings and urban projects in ninety-

five countries around the world. It supports an impres-

Promotional material

for the ArchNet.org

website explains its

overall goals in a few

words.
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sive average of some 8600 unique users on a daily basis

who download 37Gb of information in the form of im-

ages, publications and files on a weekly basis. In 2006,

over 493,000 publications and project files, with a focus

on the built environment of the Muslim world that would

otherwise have been unavailable, were downloaded by

ArchNet users.” Allibhai goes on to say that William

Mitchell, now Professor of Architecture and Media Arts

and Sciences, MIT, is currently supervising an update of

the site (ArchNet v2.0) taking into account “an Open

Source and Open Content framework that will provide

long-term sustainability. ArchNet v2.0 will take much

greater advantage of the energy and creativity of the user

community, which will be less one of passive content

consumers and more one of active content creators.”

1 See: http: //www.akdn.org/news/archnet_270902.html.
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Stari Most (Old Bridge), Mostar, Bosnia-

Herzegovina. Photograph (albumen print) 

by an unidentified Austrian photographer, 

c. 1890. Courtesy of the Fine Arts Library,

Harvard College Library.
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Collections Documenting the
Middle East at Harvard’s Fine
Arts Library

The establishment in 1979 of the Aga Khan Program for

Islamic Architecture (AKPIA) included the creation of a

Documentation Centre at the Fine Arts Library of Harvard

University. The funding involved came with a mandate to

increase the Library’s holdings of publications and photo-

graphic images documenting Islamic visual culture. Har-

vard has the oldest academic library in North America and

one of the largest in the world. It has been acquiring books

about the arts and architecture of the Muslim world for

more than two centuries. The University’s Fogg Art Mu-

seum, established in 1891, collected Islamic art almost

from the start, but it was the Aga Khan’s endowment of a

Documentation Centre that has made it possible to create

a research resource that is unparalleled in the depth of

its documentation and in the facilities and specialized staff

assistance it offers. Among the books and visual materials

acquired for the Library with Aga Khan Program funds are

many that are extremely rare or unique. While the main

goal of the AKPIA Documentation Centre is to support

teaching and research on the history of art and architec-

ture, it also serves as a resource to record and help pre-

serve a past that is in danger of disappearing due to de-

velopment, natural disasters or conflict.

The earliest systematic acquisitions at Harvard of

photographs of the Middle East were made by Professor

David Gordon Lyon, starting in 1891 in his first year as

curator at Harvard’s Semitic Museum, founded two

years before with the primary goal of providing “a thor-

ough study and a better knowledge of Semitic history

and civilization, so that the world shall better understand

and acknowledge the debt it owes to the Semitic peo-

ple,” according to its founding document. As Jeff Spurr,

Islamic and Middle East Specialist with the Aga Khan

Program for Islamic Architecture in the Fine Arts Library

at Harvard University explains, the collections “now pres-

ent at the Fine Arts Library are essentially of two species,

following two very different models of organization, the

first, that of an archive, the second, that of a visual library

devoted to art historical documentation. The first com-

prises about 80,000 historical photographs of the Middle

East and adjacent regions, which include Afghanistan,

Central Asia, Islamic South Asia, the Balkans, the Cau-

casus, Sudan and Islamic Spain. In the core regions –

Egypt, the Maghreb, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Arabia,

Turkey, Iraq and Iran – this collecting was undertaken

irrespective of subject, covering ancient, Biblical, clas-

sical, Islamic, ethnographic, landscape and tourist

subjects, limited only by what nineteenth- and early

twentieth-century photographers deemed worthy of

photographing, although extending in a couple of in-

stances to the 1950s and 1960s. The second compris-

es upwards of 180,000 photographs and slides docu-

menting the whole of Islamic visual culture.” As circum-

stances would have it, Oleg Grabar came to Harvard as

Professor of Islamic Art in 1969. He brought a desire to

expand both photograph and slide collections in the Fine

Arts Library, which was “a new institution, resulting from

the merger of the Fogg Art Museum and Widener Library

collections in 1963, physically located in the Fogg, but in-

stitutionally a part of the Harvard College Library,” ac-

cording to Jeff Spurr. Professor Grabar is one of the cen-

tral figures who assisted the Aga Khan in the creation of

both the Award and the AKPIA. Professor Grabar served

on the Steering Committee of the Award in the first three

cycles, and was a member of the Master Jury in the 1989

Cycle. The fact that the Fine Arts Library was endowed

from the outset as part of the AKPIA Program is surely a

testimony to the influence of Oleg Grabar. Given the long

history and already rich collections of the Library, dating

back more than 200 years, the impetus given through the

funding provided by the Aga Khan, together with the very

professional work of those responsible for the conservation

and acquisition of books and images, the resources at

Harvard are surely amongst the most complete in the

world. By encouraging the collection of images such as

those conserved at Harvard, the Aga Khan clearly aims to

allow scholars and others to see the world that went before

them so that they may better understand the present and

the future.
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The Aga Khan Professors

The success of the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Archi-

tecture (AKPIA) at Harvard and MIT is undoubtedly in

good part connected with the professors affiliated with

the Program.1 The variety of their experience is a clear

indication of the ambitions of AKPIA. Oleg Grabar was

the first Aga Khan Professor of Islamic Art and Architec-

ture when that chair was established at Harvard in 1980.

Ronald Lewcock, an architect, conservator and scholar,

was Aga Khan Professor of Architecture at MIT (1984–91).

There are currently three Aga Khan Professors at Harvard

and MIT.

Gülru Necipoglu is in fact a product of AKPIA since

she was one of the Program’s first graduate students,

receiving her Ph.D. from Harvard in 1986. A member of

the Harvard faculty beginning from the following year,

she was named Aga Khan Professor of Islamic Art at

Harvard in 1993. Born in Turkey, she is a specialist of Ot-

toman art and architecture. Her books include Architec-

tural Culture in the Age of Sinan: Memory, Identity and

Decorum (Reaktion Books, 2004); The Topkapi Scroll:

Geometry and Ornament in Islamic Architecture (Getty

Centre, 1995, which won the Albert Hourani Book

Award and the Spiro Kostoff Book Award for Architec-

ture and Urbanism); and Architecture, Ceremony and

Power: The Topkapi Palace in the Fifteenth and Six-

teenth Centuries (MIT Press, 1991). She is convinced

that AKPIA has played a significant role in scholarship in

her area. As she says: “Taken as a whole, the Program has

helped elevate the study of Islamic art and architecture

from a relatively marginal position in Western academia,

and exposes both students and the global architectural

community to the many facets and dimensions of this

burgeoning field. I believe that the Islamic tradition is

analogous to the American notion of the ‘melting pot,’ in

which a pluralistic blending of cultures, traditions and

aesthetics has resulted in a rich mosaic. There is a need

– and a demand – for specialists who are qualified to

explore and enrich the cross-cultural threads of this

complex tapestry. The Aga Khan Program for Islamic

Architecture is one of the few places where students can

experience the breadth of Islamic art and architecture in

an environment that offers virtually unlimited academic

and intellectual resources.”2

Nasser Rabbat, born in Syria, is the Aga Khan Pro-

fessor of Islamic Architecture at MIT, where he has been

teaching since 1991. Before joining the faculty in 1991,

Rabbat worked as a designer in Los Angeles and in

Damascus. His broad interests range from Mamluk ar-

chitecture, or the transition between late antique and

early Islamic architecture in Syria, to contemporary ar-

chitecture in the Islamic world. His books include The

Citadel of Cairo: A New Interpretation of Royal Mamluk

Architecture (E. J. Brill, 1995), and Thaqafat al Bina’ wa

Bina’ al-Thaqafa [The Culture of Building and Building

Culture] (Riad Alrayyes Publisher, 2002). He contributes

regularly to journals in Arabic including: Wughat Nazar,

Akhbar al-Adab, Jaridat al-Funun, al-Hayat and al-Mus-

taqbal. “The most profound achievement of the Aga

Khan Program for Islamic Architecture, in my opinion,”

he says, “is to argue for a critical reappraisal of the dom-

inant paradigm of architectural history, which legitimizes

a self-conscious and evolving Western architectural trad-

ition while casting the architecture of other cultures in

changeless ‘types.’” An interesting aspect of Professor

Rabbat’s position is that he feels there is a direct rela-

tionship between historical issues of interest and the

current situation. He says of AKPIA: “The Program fo-

cuses on three critical issues at the core of architectural

education in an effort to respond to the cultural and

pedagogical needs of a diverse Islamic world. First is the

question of the universality of architectural education in

an age of rapid change, both in the conception and

transfer of knowledge and in the definition of academic

fields. Second is the nature of architecture in view of the

proliferation of new theoretical models and technological

devices that are reconfiguring both the discipline and the

practice of architecture. Third is the agency of culture in

shaping forms and meanings, especially in the Islamic

and developing worlds, where architecture can still play

a powerful social and environmental role.”3 The third and

most recently named (2002) of the AKPIA professors is

Hashim Sarkis, the first Aga Khan Professor of Land-

scape Architecture and Urbanism in Muslim Societies

at the Harvard Graduate School of Design. Born in

Lebanon, in 1964, he was Harvard’s director of Masters

and Doctorate of Design Studies Programs (2002–05).
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He studied at the Rhode Island School of Design and at

Harvard. He has worked as a practising architect in the

Lebanon and in the United States and has published

various books including the CASE publication series

(GSD/Prestel) and Circa 1958: Lebanon in the Pictures

and Plans of Constantinos Doxiadis (Dar An-Nahar

Publishers, Beirut, 2003). Prior to creating his own firm,

Hashim Sarkis Architecture Landscape Urban Design

in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1998, Hashim Sarkis

worked with Rafael Moneo on a project for the souks of

Beirut, and was Programmes Director of Plan B, a non-

profit organization “involved in improving the quality of

the built environment in Lebanon and the Middle East.”

His academic research projects at Harvard include ‘New

Geographies’ and ‘Urbanization in Turkey’, a study of the

changing patterns of urbanization in Turkey and the rela-

tionship between rural and urban development.

Qal’at Sim’an, built

around the column of

Simeon Stylites, Syria;

octagon, interior, great

apse, photograph 

c. 1920s. Collection 

of Professor A.

Kingsley Porter 

(no photographer

credited), Courtesy of

the Fine Arts Library,

Harvard College

Library. Image

selected by Professor

Nasser Rabbat, who

explains: ”My research

focuses on the

overlapping intercul-

tural spaces where

peoples have always

met and exchanged

ideas, views, beliefs

and practices, and, in

the process, created

architecture.”

1 See: http: //web.mit.edu/akpia/www/.

2 Quoted in psb 03-02-0140 Aga Khan Development Network http: //

akdn.org.

3 Ibid.
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