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Fountains of arboreal calm
- Takhtabosh Courtyard at dusk -
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Entrance into the Ismaili Centre, Dubai 
- A plurality of perspectives -
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Mawlana Hazar Imam is joined by His Highness Sheikh Ahmed bin Saeed Al Maktoum (left) and His 
Highness Sheikh Nahyan bin Mubarak Al Nahyan for the unveilling of the ceremonial plaque marking 

the opening of the Ismaili Centre, Dubai. 
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ISMAILIS OF THE MIDDLE EAST AND GULF

The Ismaili Community’s roots in the region go back to the early centuries of 

Muslim history. Many Ismaili traders settled in the port cities of the Indian 

Ocean in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries. The rapid growth of Abu 

Dhabi, Dubai, Kuwait, Qatar and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia attracted 

migrants from Syria as well as India and Pakistan. Ismailis arriving in the 1950s 

and 1960s started out as merchants in the fast-growing local souks and then 

began to establish themsleves in commerce, hospitality and manufacturing.

Today, Ismailis are settled in all of the United Arab Emirates, as well as in 

Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman and Qatar. They are professionals and investors in 

diverse sectors of the region’s economy, from banking and tourism to 

electronics and construction, and from performing arts to real estate related 

services. The community is also active in supporting programmes launched by 

the Aga Khan Development Network in humanitarian relief and social, cultural 

and economic development in the wider region.

FOUNDATION CEREMONY
DECEMBER 13, 2003

OPENING CEREMONY
MARCH 26, 2008

ARCHITECTS
RAMI EL-DAHAN AND 

SOHEIR FARID

“It is my humble prayer that, when built, the Ismaili Centre in Dubai will be a 

place for contemplationand search for enlightenment, where people come 

together to share knowledge and wisdom. It will be a place of peace, of order, 

of hope and of brotherhood, radiating those thoughts, attitudes and 

setntiments which unite, and which do not divide, and which uplift the mind 

and spirit.”

His Highness the Aga Khan at the Foundation Ceremony 

Inspiration and aspiration: the Ismaili Centre against the Dubai skyline.
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A façade of interspersed openings facing the courtyard
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DUBAI, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

Illumination in concentricity: the chandelier of the main dome
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MATERIALS + FEATURES

Located on a corner site in Oud Metha, a small residential community with a 

growing commercial and cultural character, the Centre suggests an oasis of 

refreshing clam and refined distinction.

The building is built primarily in Aleppo limestone, practically each piece being 

precision cut before assembly. From the brickwork in the domes, the marble 

interiors and tiles inlaid in the water channels, to the carved, shaped or 

assembled hardwood floors, fittings and furnishings, the range and placement 

of materials testify to rare artisanal detail and celebrate a sharing of talent.

The largest exterior feature within the Ismaili Centre is a courtyard with a 

takhtabosh (loggia) along one side providing both shade and seating. A 

separate wing comprises meeting rooms, classrooms and recreational areas 

including a small courtyard. On the ground floor is the Early Childhood 

Learning Centre operated by the Aga Khan Education Services (AKES).

ARCHITECTURAL PHILOSOPHY

The Ismaili Centre’s design brief placed a clear emphasis on ensuring order 

and harmony and on fostering mutual respect and understanding both within 

the Ummah and across society at large. At the same time, the Ismaili Centre 

was expected to be a metpahor for a time of renewed vigour, growth and 

commitment.

In an environment where glass and concrete towers have often set the trend, 

the objective was to allow innovation to draw on tradition, all the while 

preseving symmetry, rhythm, unity and continuity. Respecting a history of 

tolerance and opennness, Egyptian architects Rami El-Dahan and Soheir 

Farid sough inspiration from the Fatimid mosques of Cairo.

Reflecting a cosmopolitan synergy, the volumes and open spaces, angular 

views and integrated natural elements of the Centre create a sense of 

familiarity for people of many different cultural backgrounds without 

introducing a foreign idiom.

“At a time when the search for mutual understanding 
remains essential to assuring peace and stability, the 
creation of spaces that will enable that search becomes 
a greater imperative than ever.”

His Highness the Aga Khan at the Foundation Ceremony 

A space for learning in the Ismaili Centre, Dubai
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