
His Highness the Aga Khan.



Prince Shah Karim Al Hussaini, Aga Khan IV has lived his life in the 
spotlight. His fervent passion is one of the reasons he is consistently 
at the centre of society pages around the world. As a top thorough-
bred breeder, he certainly has a passion for horses. But, a chip off the 
old block, he has a passion for beautiful women as well. His father also 
dated high-profile women, such as Pamela Churchill, Joan Fontaine, 
and Rita Hayworth, who became his third wife. Prince Karim Aga Khan’s 
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zeal extends to business: seeing a potential in the Costa Smeralda 
(Sardinia), he transformed it into a jetsetter’s paradise. And he is 
committed to his flock of 15 million Shia Ismaili Muslims, of whom 
he has been the charismatic leader since he was 20 years old. The 
Prince has created hospitals and schools in some of the most un-
tamed valleys of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Africa, all the while 
seeking mediation between the diverse souls of Islam.
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The fourth Aga Khan was born in Geneva, 
brought up in Nairobi, educated at Le Rosey 
and Harvard, and lives mainly in the north of 
Paris in Aiglemont. Known for his business 
acumen,  he runs his successful economic-fi-
nancial empire, the AKDN, thanks to the do-
nations of his followers. The network mixes 
entrepreneurship with philanthropy, which 
he says are two sides of the same coin. He 

feels it is “the responsibility of an Imam to 
improve the quality of life of the communi-
ties.” A task he has been undertaking since 
1957 when he became the 49th Imam, Prince 
Shah Karim al-Husseini, Aga Khan IV. It was 
the Emperor of Persia who granted the title 
Aga Khan to Karim’s great-great-grandfather 
when he married the emperor’s daughter in 
the 1830s.

The formal Seat of the Ismaili Imamat in Portugal. 



In 2015, to establish an Ismaili diplomatic representative office in Lisbon, 
he signed an agreement with the Portuguese government that provides 
for diplomatic immunity and the kind of protection that is usually re-
served for heads of state or government. The arrangement also allows 
for many fiscal advantages, like being exempt from paying land taxes. 
Quite a boon, to say the least, especially since the Mendonça Palace 
he bought in the centre of Lisbon for his Imam and Foundation head-
quarters cost him € 12 million. Thus, Prince Karim could not have be-
stowed the honour of hosting his music show on a more obliging city 
than Lisbon: the capital of the last frontier of Western Europe.
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beaches and the high 
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Last March in Lisbon he launched the Aga Khan 
Music Awards to prove that the time is ripe to 
bring certain barriers down. The AKMA is a 
tribute to the music of cultures that have been 
shaped by Islam. His Highness Prince Karim 
Aga Khan tells how the idea came to him: “I 
remember a visit I made to Tajikistan in 1995, 
during which I was deeply impressed by the 

richness of musical life among those whom I 
had visited. I began to think even more about 
the ways in which music can be a strong cul-
tural anchor, deepening a sense of communi-
ty, identity and heritage, while simultaneous-
ly reaching out in powerful ways to people of 
different backgrounds. I recall sharing these 
thoughts with my brother, Prince Amyn Aga 
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Khan, whose guiding hand helped to lay the groundwork, in 2001, for what 
we called the Aga Khan Music Initiative.  And that programme has led di-
rectly to the Music Awards”. The $ 500,000 Aga Khan Music Award prize 
was divided among six categories, and the10 winners came from 13 differ-
ent countries. During the music event, Prince Karim Aga Khan explained 
how he would like Islamic music to become more diffused: “The musi-
cians represent highly diverse forms of the Muslim musical heritage. Now I 
know that in some parts of the world, the words “Muslim” and “music” are 
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not often linked together in the public mind. But they should be. The cul-
tural heritage of Islam has long embraced musical language as an elemen-
tal expression of human spirituality. Listening to music, practicing music, 
sharing music, performing music - have long been an intimate part of life 
for Muslim communities across the world, as has been the chanting of de-
votional and historical or epic texts.”

The Ismailis continue to 
believe in the line of Imamat 
in hereditary succession 
continuing from Ismail to His 
Highness the Aga Khan, who 
is their present, 49th Imam 
in direct lineal descent from 
Prophet Muhammad.


