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Professor Nasser David Khalili 1s custodian 6 ‘ ruly, God is Beautiful and
. - k E loves all Beauty.” With these
of the world’s largest private collection words (hadith) ofthe Prophet

- - - i o uhammad, Nasser Khalili
of Islamic art. In November 2005 he ended his speech to the

distinguished gathering at

]H'” nehed il I“"'. is| 'h i““"."l ral '.'] h{-“ 'k '“fl the Launch of his baok on 24t November. The ceremony
1. et o e 1 o, was opened by Lord Bhatia and concluded with a speech
I"'I"u"" art ':""I AT I]E“ cture. In a rare from the [randan Ambassadar. The setting was the suitably
interview he spoke to Malmd Al-Rashid sprencid Bangueting Hall in Widketnll, London, The book
= The Timeline History of 1slamic Art and Architecture,
about his motivation and his desire to 186 pages containing $o0 sumptuous illustrations, is
: equally splendid in its appearance and coverage of the
bring harmony between people through subject matter.
y - i Later, at hisg impressive offices: in Ma}'Fair. I azsk the
the beauty of Islamiec culture. significance to him of the hadith he had quoted on that
3 j . |.|u].'. “Beauty is |.:||:i'.ll'r=\:=][1_.I up]:r-l-ll':iu'.t-d. and umanimously
I IH"“F"“l ol 1y deven Lawson longed for. Mo one, of whatever colour, race or religion

rejects beauty; it is truly a common denominator that can
bring everyone tegether. That hadith inspires my wark:
1 collect beautiful items and put them on display so that
people of all background can gather and together enjay the
besauty in front of them.”

The idea for the book has been with Khalili for a long
time, but what led him to actually start compiling it three
vears ago was the demand from people wherever he went
ta have in an illustrated volume with historical notes of
the various themes of his lectures. “We were fortunate
that abowt go®% of the items featured were already i owr
eollection. Nevertheless, putting the book together was an
eyc-opener even for me, Muslims have made a massive
cantribution to world civilisation and this fact has been

e | magazine






largely ignored in the West. Whilst
the Europeans were living in the Dark
Ages, the Muslim scientists were riding
high. | believe this baok will instl pride
and dignity in Muslims for their rich
amdl great cultane.”

S0 why is he, a Jewish man.
interested in uplifting the Muslims?
His answer is immediate and he offers
thres powerful reasons. “Firstly, we are
cousing. We share the same Prophetin
Abraham. The languages of Hebrew
and Arabic both have a common origin
in Ambharic. Our religions have so much
in cormmon, 5o, [ have no heaitation in
promoting my close relative. Secondly,
A5 3 pErson o rr-ligir:n_ | know that
God commands we respect each ather,
All humans are the children of Adarm
and Eve. There is no reason why we
should ot get on with each ather, and
where there are problems we have
b try and reselve them - and [ prefer
to do this 1|'|ri.11igh art and calture,
which have a universal and therefore
:Ln'i:l'}'il:ug language, Thirdly, great art,
great poetry, the selences, the greai
mathematicians, astronomers, rh:-:.-
belong to all of us, net ust ane group of
people. Their legacy is to all humaniry.”

All the more wonder why Muslims
themseives have not taken a greater
interest in the collection of Islamic art.
“¥es, " Khaliliagrees, “onlya few Muslim
leaders undersiood and ook to heart
thee [zt that culture can enhamoe young
generations; give them confidence,
strength and an inspiring vision for
the future. :"-{a}'ho it's because when
samething is too close bo your own eyes
bpit] do not see it,” he 52 V& cl'..'lril:nhl:._
“or perhaps they lave been preoccupied with other matters. But [ do
hope Muslims will embrace their cul ture more and appreciate and
promeaate it When you gee what your ancestors have achieved, you
have pride, digmity and a reason to lease your own legacy to mankind.
Anad if | have played a part in generating an interest in that ocean of
Istamic beauty, then | am enly grateful for the opportunit.”

Islamic Art and Architecture is printed in English, Dutch and
Arabic with plans for about 25 other Latlgu:.g-r-s. The reaction so far
hias been overwhelmi g, wi th KEhalilis Muslim friends CAPICSS i‘.||,g_
deep gratitude and his jewish friends expressing great pride at sucha
publication. Khalili believes the book could play an instrumental part
in bringing Jews and Muslims closer together. He is negotiating with
the government far many of the major schools to be given 2 copr

The Khalili Collection aof lslamic art congiste of more than

If T have played a part in generating
an interest in that ocean of Islamic
beauty, then | am only gratefud for

the apportunity,

Asneer b halili i his oemmad Loncdbon ofliee
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20,000 items from the 31!1 to the ;u.l b
centuries. It includes priceless copics
of the Qur'an, religious manuscripts,
miniature paintings, calligraphy,
ceramics, jewellery, coing, scientific
ingtruments and much more. The
collection has been publizhed in 27
richly illustrated volumes, The first
tour volumes are on the Qur'an. The
fifth ane is on calligraphy from the 15
1o zo'P centuries. There's one on the
Arts of War and another on Gems of
Mughal India.

Ehalili was born in Isfahan on 18th
December 1945, The Persian Jews are
one of the oldest communitics having
beeen brought i by Cyrus the Great after
his conguest of Babylon, When Khalili
was only seven months ald the family
maoved fo Tehran. He remained there
until 1967 when ke moved to Mew York
and themn to London where he married
Marion with whom he has three sons,
Draniel. Benjamin and Raphael. In
Teliran, he went to a Jewish school and
recalls being told by his Muslim teacler
that he would never become anything
im lifie; that he would be a liability.
That merely spurred him on to prove
otherwize and by the age of 14 he had
written 2 book on heroes of the warld
Many years later, that same teacher
spoke at an event commemorating
Khalili's achievements.

“Whilst RTOWIng up in lran it was
my desire to be a doctor. Then 1 had to
o my national service and | was posted
1o & remote village where | became an
‘army medic'. The lecal pepulation
were very intense about their religion
and they had some misleading views of
Jews T]I{'!r wirne ot the :r'll:rl.'}'ul'lhl.':u: tillahs who l.'-nlg.' |:|.-|:-|1|n-1i:'|l
greater ignorance. Due to these prablems | decided not o identify
myself as a Jew. | spent the whale 18 months in the village (other
conscripts would disappear for days) and got on very well with the
people, even becoming a midwife delivering a number of babies. |
remember ane orcasion where | was woken at 4amtaa tend the local
mayer s harme as his wile had lad birth complicasions. Sameane had
cut the wmbilical cord but left it untied and she was bleeding to death.
[ thed the cord and finished the job. Inevitably, the mayoer was truly
grateful, The people of the village were so happy with my work thes
beatowed the honorific title of “Sayyid” on me, so | became known as
Sayyid Khalili."

“Towards the end of my service my driver discovered | was a
Muslim. Then on the very last day, as [ was about to leave the village
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a2 aa0 angry men gathered with an
assortment of swardz, shovels and
axes and blocked my way. | was only 1o
years old at the time. A few days before
same non-Muslim army medics had
been killed and 1 thought | was in real
danger. My driver trled o incite the
crovwd ag.;i.n'sl: me, but then the IMAYGT,
who was beside me, turned and gave
e & big h1|.g and lots of kigess and
rerninded the people all the things | had
done for them. ‘18 that is being Jewish,”
he proclaimed, ‘then | am a Jew tool®
Upon hearing that the people warmed
towards me and ket me through: good
deeds are never forgotten, | puess.”

But there is a bigger lesson here
for Khalili. *You see, the people had
only been expased to their mullahs,
bant ence someone reasonalbde spoke 1o
them with a different perspeciive, they
were happy to change their views, This
is why | maintain that :ilqnnl:u.m:l.' 1& the
real weapon of mass destruction, If
people would make the effort bo know
each other and find out more about
cach cther's cultures, beliefs, opinions,
then there would be much bess hostility
in this world,”

In stating this Khalili echoes the
Qur'anic verse about fa'ruf in surah
Hujurat. And i1 iz this philosephy that
undertines his involvement in another
unigue and far-sighted project. For
over 10 years now the Maimonides
Foundation has been promoting
understanding and co-operation between [ews and Muslims. “One
of the things we do is erganise visits for young people to mosques
and synagogues. After such visits [ have seen the youngsters shaking
hands, hugging and kizsing each other, They realise that somebody is
poisoning the atmosphere out there and creating friction and hostiliry
between them. They become aware of the need to speak mare the
language of peace and harmony.” The Foundation has organised
some truly innovative programmes. There is the Maimonides football
league for jewish and Muslim school children, hosted by Arsenal FC.
In 2004 the Foundation paid for the translation from English into
Arabic yooo copies of 3 book retelling the stories of Prophets Joseph
and Mases from the Qur'an. Alse in 2004 the Foundation toeak
busloads of Muslim and [ewish children to the exhibition Hesven on
Earth; Art from [slamic Lands, at Lander's Somerset House, "The
Maimonides Foundation is very close to rmy heart and 1 arm very proud
of its work. As | have said before, people will gather round beauty, like
bees gather round & pot of honey,”

Masser Khalili is a benefactor of international standing. In July
2004 the Khalili Reaearch Centre was opened at Oxford University
whh-;l-_f:.;m benefactian from the Khalill Family Trust, The Centre
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lenorance is the real weapon of
miciss clestrietion. .Ir'f;r.ir'n_::fw ool
make the effort to know each other
there wouldd be much less hostility
int this worled.

Pyesfessnr Blinhdi slgming lasoks 5t the lanmch

brings together for the first time the
university's research and teaching
in [slamic art and archacology by
establis h:':nil_ a community nfll:.:lli:u:lg
scholars and students near the famous
Ashmolean Museum. The Truagl
also funded the refurbishment of
the Ehalili Lecture Theatre at SOAS,
where Khalili had been a student,
then research professar and then
mermber of the governing body. He
has funded numersus Chairs and
Fellowships in the feld of Islamic art,
His magnanimity is easy to understand
when he recalls a lesson taught by his
mother: ““It is far better to give witha
warm hand,” she said when | was 15
“than with a cold hand."” People then get
o benefit whilst yOu Are ghill alive amd
youl et o see the results yourself,”

Bring an immigrant hirmeel f Khalili
i acutely aware of his responsihilities.
“Thay lie here, in Britain,” he maintains
firmhy. “This country has given more
than any other European couniry o
its immigrants and we all need to play
our individual role in ensuring the
continued well-being of our nation,
[t starts at home where parents need
1o instil moral and ethical values and
be concermed why their daughter isn't
going bo school or their son ism't getting
a job.” Forthe Airsttime in the interview,
Khalili becomes a lHitle agitated, “We
all need to take greater individual
responsibility over the things we
control. Focusing too much on international conflicts distracts from
the immediate problems on your own doorstep.™

So, what next for this man described by the Iranian ambasszador
as the Ambaseader of Culture? He is still searching for a museum
ta house the entire colbection - for which he has paid around halfa
billion dollars over 35 years. Inaddition 1o his Islamic art his collection
also features [apanese, Spanish and Swedish art. The highest price
ke has pald for a single ftem is $15m for Rashid al-Dir's 141" century
__|'|zrr:||“"|rJ-'||1|u':|:ril:||:| = a Cornpeindium of Chronicles. This forms volume
27 of his 1slamic art collection and on page 66 of his new book there
is 2 miniature of Jonah and the Whale from the Compendium. Ehalili
wauld prefer the museum fo be in London, where he believes the
largest number of people will be able to view the magnificent legacy
of the Muslim people. Mo definite site has been found yet, “you have
to accept your destiny and believe in it," he says enigmatically, The
question remains whether London is ready and willing to give a home
to the largest single collection of [skamic art, the exhibition of which will
enlighten the British people about a civilisation they have largely ignored
and that is presently being demonised. IFit happens, that surely will be
Khaliliz lasting begacy tothe peopleof London, Britxinand the world. e
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