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The Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia is pleased to announce 
a collaboration with the Tokyo National Museum. The major 
exhibition on the history and culture of  the Muslim world ‘14 
Dynasties and a Region’ aims at introducing a rich cultural 
heritage that spans over a 1,000 years, from West Africa and 
the Iberian Peninsula to Southeast Asia and China. The exhibition 
focuses on 14 major dynasties that played a pivotal role in the 
formation of  artistic styles and has left behind a legacy that is 
much admired today.

The collaboration commenced with the arrival of  a delegation 
from the Tokyo National Museum (TNM) to Malaysia at the 
Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia on 1st November 2019. On 
that memorable day, IAMM welcomed the Executive Director 
of  the Tokyo National Museum, Mr Masami Zeniya, Yoichi 
Inoue, Vice Executive Director and Mr Jun Tomita, Director of  
Curatorial Planning, as part of  high-ranking official delegation. 
Dr Heba Nayel Barakat, Head of  IAMM Curatorial Affairs, had 
the opportunity to guide them around the museum and talk 
about the unique collection. The event led to the signing of  
a memorandum of  cooperation, which endorsed a travelling 
exhibition from Malaysia to Japan with the declared theme of  
“the arts and crafts of  the Muslim world”.
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14 Dynasties and A Region: The History and 
Culture of the Muslim World 

View inside the 12th Toyokan Asian Gallery at the Tokyo National Museum

The signing of the Memorandum of Cooperation. From left: Dr Heba Nayel 
Barakat, Mr Masami Zeniya and Mr Jun Tomita

The exchange of copies of the Memorandum of Cooperation between the 
Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia and the Tokyo National Museum
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Following this start, leading teams from the two museums signed the 
loan agreement on 23rd December, 2020, after finalising the concept 
of  the exhibition and chosing from the IAMM collection over 200 
artefacts of  exquisite quality and historical importance. These will be 
on display for seven months at the Toyokan Asian Galleries 12 and 13 
of  the TNM. The dates were agreed on, and the proposed launching 
date was set to be 6th July 2021; the exhibition will last until 20th 
February 2022.

Travelling exhibitions between renowned museums take considerable 
time and effort in their preparation. The initial exploration from the 
Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia started in 2017, with a delegation 
visiting Tokyo and Kyoto, learning more about their culture and 
museums, meeting curatorial teams and investigating future 
collaborations. This visit was reciprocated from the Tokyo team,
and a mutual interest was welcomed by both IAMM and TNM. 
Two of  their statements were as follows:

“Tokyo National Museum has introduced the history 
and cultures of many regions in Asia through exhibitions 
in its Asian Gallery. Regrettably, we have only a limited 
number of works related to Islamic history and culture in 
our collection and have not been able to sufficiently cover 
the diversity and allure of Islamic culture along with its 
development over time on a global scale.”

This exhibition has been made possible by the generous 
cooperation of the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia 
(IAMM), which agreed to lend its select collections to our 
museum for a period of seven months. Tokyo National 
Museum is finally able to hold a comprehensive
exhibition encompassing the entirety of Islamic culture. 
I am delighted about it and would like to express my 
gratitude to IAMM’s Director, Mr Syed Mohamad 
Albukhary.

I sincerely hope that this exhibition will provide an 
opportunity for many Japanese visitors to increase their 
understanding of the history and culture of the Muslim 
world."

Masami Zeniya
Executive Director of the Tokyo National Museum

The delegation from the Tokyo National Museum and the representatives 
from the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia at the Terrace View.
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For a travelling exhibition to be successful, all members of  the 
team need to put their utmost effort into research, communication, 
planning and implementation. The team of  the Tokyo National Museum 
consists of  Dr Genichiro Katsuki and Mr Takuzo Onozuka from the 
Curatorial Research Department as well as Mr Kaneki Inokuma from 
the Curatorial Planning Department, whose mission was to select the 
best artefacts to travel to Tokyo, and to supervise the realisation of  
the exhibition. The focus of  the exhibition became clearer by the day: it 
was to present to the Japanese audience a wide range of  the arts and 
crafts of  diverse Muslim communities, as well as to introduce these 
legacies, which have changed the world for many years. Above all, the 
intention was to bridge the gap between cultures, and to encourage 
them to know more about each other.

The exhibition focuses on the material culture produced within the 
Muslim world. The selection included metal basins, ceramic tiles, 
embroidered textiles, wooden chests and bejewelled objects. Artefacts 
ranged from very old vellum folios, with the earliest Arabic calligraphy, 
to large contemporary calligraphic paintings on canvas; from the 
smallest royal seal rings to large-scale European oil paintings depicting 
the Muslim world and its everyday life. Over the course of  a year, the 
200 artefacts were carefully chosen and their condition checked by 
the Conservation Department at IAMM to ensure that the objects could 
travel safely.

All the teams and the chairpersons contributed in the selection of  
the objects. Even the TNM executive director himself  endorsed the 
choice of  certain objects, and showed interest in selected bejewelled 
Mughal treasures. The selection of  200 artefacts from the IAMM’s 
most exceptional pieces to travel abroad is the largest loan ever in 
the history of  IAMM travelling exhibitions. With the finalisation of  the 
selection process, the loan agreement was ready to be drafted.

“The Exhibition ‘14 Dynasties and a Region: The History 
and Culture of the Muslim World, The Collection of the 
Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia’ is a special exhibition 
that will last for seven months. This is the first time for 
the Tokyo National Museum to hold such an exhibition
in our history of about 150 years.

It is also the first time that our museum has attempted to 
look at Islamic culture not only as the culture of a single 
country, but also on a global scale.

Although the pandemic has brought various changes 
around the world, I look forward to this attempt to be 
carried out in a sufficient and flexible manner.”

Dr Genichiro Katsuki
Senior Manager, Asian Art, Curatorial Research Dept.
Tokyo National Museum

TNM delegation admiring the Persian jewellery collection at the 
permanent gallery.
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In addition to the time and effort needed from both sides of  the 
exhibition, travelling exhibits need financial support. It was made 
possible with thanks to three Japanese companies’ sponsorship: 
Sumitomo Corporation, J-Power (Electric Power Development Co. 
Ltd), and Sumitomo Mitsui Banking Corporation. Their generous 
contribution will enable the exhibition to travel in safety, insured
and in the most optimal condition for display.

The opportunity to collaborate with TNM on this travelling exhibition 
was certainly an eye-opener for IAMM. Bridging all the gaps, and 
ensuring smooth communication is credited to Mr Kohei Hirao and 
Ms Rie Owada, IAMM special advisors, who liaised between the 
two museums in a highly professional and successful manner. This 
collaboration has marked the first steps of  a long cooperation 
between the two distinguished institutions.

“This exhibition has the ambitious theme to give an overview of Islamic history and culture from two pivots, one is the timeline 
for more than 1,300 years and another is the regional spread covering the whole Eurasian Continent from Spain to China.

The artefacts to be displayed include various fields, not only arts and crafts such as paintings and jewels, but also medical 
science and astronomy, as well as calligraphy and its tools.

Since most Japanese are unfamiliar with Islamic history and culture, we hope it is a good opportunity to learn about the Islamic 
world and its diversities and that it will be a trigger to generate further interest in the Islamic world."

Albukhary Group
Kohei Hirao and Rie Owada

Organised by Sponsored by

A visit to the special exhibition on craft and science of artefact conservation.



Malaysia has at last won some well-deserved cultural acclaim. In general, 
this is a country that is not known for requesting the return of  its own 
heritage – nor for others to make similar demands over here. Recently, 
the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia appeared in the New York Times 
as one of  the few institutions to have acted commendably in the field of  
looted art.

The artefact that led to the garnering of  this praise was a marble panel 
from Afghanistan. Sister panels are in museums around the world, which 
is what set the New York Times’ Matthieu Aikins off  in pursuit of  the 
entire suite. The difference between IAMM and the others is that the 
former returned the stolen goods immediately. Most are still hanging 
on to theirs. It is this accommodating spirit of  heritage awareness that 
continues to be in short supply around the world.

The story of  the stolen panel goes back to a time when Afghanistan 
was a free-for-all for tomb raiders. The Soviet invasion of  1979 set in 
motion a series of  opportunities that only war can facilitate. Just as the 
2003 invasion of  Iraq led to the looting and destruction of  major cultural 
institutions, so did the war in Afghanistan. The raiding of  the Iraq Museum 
is often cited as the greatest museum theft in history. In Afghanistan, the 
looting was equally disastrous albeit over a longer time span. In both 
cases, national museums were the principal victims; the staff  did their best 
to protect the contents, often at great personal risk.
 
These artefacts had been unearthed at considerable cost and hardship 
to those involved. The Ghaznavid panels are a prominent example of  this. 
They had been excavated legally in the 1950s by an Italian-coordinated 
team. The location was a city in southeastern Afghanisation that straddles 
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Returning the Spoils of War

the wartime hotspots of  Kabul and Kandahar. A thousand years ago 
it was the centre of  the mighty Ghaznavid Empire. The legacy of  that 
Islamic powerhouse is some spectacular ruins that have been bringing in 
determined visitors for centuries. Traders have also frequented the vicinity 
since Ghazni’s fall from pre-eminence, as can be seen in some of  the 
‘Orientalist’ paintings of  the region from the 19th century.

Marble panel
Afghanistan
Early 12th century
76 cm x 52.5 cm x 7 cm

HE Dr Moheb Rahman Spinghar, Nasim Khanum Advisor to the Embassy, 
and Deputy Head Abdul Mouin Shahed
– reunited with one of Afghanistan’s lost treasures.
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Much of  Ghazni’s heritage lay undiscovered until the Italians and their 
Afghan counterparts started digging. Among their discoveries was the 
palace of  Mas’ud III, from the early 12th century. It was a time of  more 
aesthetic accomplishment than political greatness. The 20th-century 
residents living nearby didn’t even know this magnificence existed; it was 
that well hidden from archaeologists and grave robbers.

The marble panels that lined the palace walls were scrupulously removed 
and under a formal arrangement between the two governments, some 
were shipped to an Italian museum and the majority were kept in Afghan 
institutions. There were also Buddhist remains, from this region’s one-time 
prevailing faith, which also ended up in the Afghan National Museum. It 
was all a wonderful showcase for the diversity of  Afghanistan’s heritage, 
until the Soviet invasion of  1979. That was the end of  the legitimate 
excavations. There was worse to come when the Soviets were driven out 
in the late 1980s and factional fighting between the Afghan government 
and the mujahedeen began.

It was in the midst of  this chaos in Afghanistan that antiquities were 
removed and discreetly shipped out of  the country. They found their way 
to art-loving institutions from San Francisco to Denmark and the Persian 
Gulf. The Ghazni panels, specifically, found homes later in Paris, Kuwait, 
Sharjah and Malaysia. Like the other esteemed institutions that acquired 
the marbles, the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia was unaware of  their 
origins. Provenances were covered up or fabricated by trafickers to an 
extent that would be impossible now. Still, the damage had been done 
and Afghanistan was now stripped of  some of  its most inspiring works 
of  art. At least the Ghaznavid panels were not destroyed outright. Many 
other works were, especially those that were thought deserving of  some 
righteous iconoclasm. Being the art of  a Muslim empire – and avoiding 
potentially troublesome figural imagery – these panels did not displease 
the mujahedeen enough to smash them. There was more money to be 
made from smuggling than from mindless destruction.

The only upside to all this illicit connoisseurship was that a much wider 
audience could now appreciate the creativity of  a civilisation that is still 
little known outside Afghanistan. Even inside Afghanistan, there is scant 
understanding of  that region’s extraordinary culture and its former 
importance. Only through buildings and artefacts do we get the true 
measure of  the Ghaznavids and others who have largely disappeared 
into the dust. The built heritage is a marvel to behold, and yet few foreign 
visitors make it to Afghanistan. The looted artefacts are often the only 
emissaries of  a heritage that deserves to be better known by all.

Back in the 1980s and 1990s there was a huge appetite for these 
undiscovered gems. Laws were more lax then, and there was considerable 
concern over the devastation that instability had brought to Afghanistan. 
Most of  the foreign institutions that bought these smuggled artefacts 
did so in good faith. When the paper trail is fraudulent, it becomes extra 
hard to know anything of  an artefact’s history. The Islamic Arts Museum 
Malaysia was one of  numerous institutions deceived by the duplicity of  
rogue dealers who operated so freely at that time. 

Afghanistan is now on the road to recovery, but its museums and heritage 
sites still have many gaps on the walls. IAMM was the first to fill those 
empty spaces, or at least one space. As this museum had bought only a 
single panel, it will make less difference in terms of  square centimetres 
and much more as a gesture of  goodwill and international cooperation. 
As soon as IAMM was informed of  the provenance of  the Ghaznavid 
panel, the museum’s director instructed it be removed from display and 
returned to the Afghan authorities immediately. The prevailing MCO did 
not prevent the official handover of  this valuable artefact. After a socially 
distanced visit from the ambassador, HE Dr Moheb Rahman Spinghar, and 
others from the embassy, the panel was entrusted to their care in record-
breaking time.



In conjunction with the International Council of  Museums’ International 
Museum Day celebration on 18th May 2021, the Islamic Arts Museum 
Malaysia will be hosting a month-long celebration of  its own to 
commemorate the occasion. The celebration will take place from 1st June 
until 27th June 2021.
 
Since the year 2000, IAMM has always allocated one special day for 
holding an International Museum Day for the public to experience the full 
potential that the museum has to view. On these occasions, many schools, 
families and casual visitors are able to have a free visit and to participate 
in various museum activities planned in their honour. IAMM staff, as well, 
will make time to greet visitors and ensure they receive the full benefit of  
their excursion.
 
However, as the nation is healing and restructuring its lifestyle due to the 
pandemic, IAMM is taking the precautionary measure of  observing this 
event virtually this year. Nevertheless, we aspire to continue providing an 
informative time celebrating our museum with would-be visitors and their 
families at home, using this innovative new approach.
 
The theme for International Museum Day 2021 is ‘The Future of  
Museums: Recover and Reimagine’. The programme is designed to 
provide the public with a comprehensive museum experience, despite 
not being able to come on site with school groups or large parties. As 
we recover from the turbulence of  the pandemic, we are also making 
attempts to reimagine the ways Islamic-arts learning can be restyled. It 
has compelled our activity designers to delve deeper into how to express 
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the importance of  Islamic art during this trying time and to determine the 
most conducive ways of  learning in the 21st century.
 
Various departments at IAMM are designing a series of  activities and 
programmes to be set in motion during the month of  June. Among 
these are printable online resources, ‘how-to’ videos, shadow-puppet 
performances and interactive quizzes. The activities will be made available 
on our website and social media pages. The schedule for the activities and 
programmes will be shared closer to the date. 
 
We are aware that our museum visitors are people from diverse 
backgrounds and age groups, hence we are tailoring our activities to 
meet the needs of  the audience. For example, the programmes designed 
for our school audience is complementary to the Kementerian Pelajaran 
Malaysia school syllabus. For our university students, they will be 
exposed to the full potential of  the Scholar’s Library for their research 
requirements. For families, there will be Wayang Kulit performance videos 
using local dialects, enabling families to know their Malaysian neighbours 
better.
 
Follow us on social media for the latest updates! Email us at education@
iamm.org.my if  you would like to be updated with the IAMM Museum 
Month celebration.
 
We hope you will be able to join us.

IAMM Museum month 2021



Mirrors of beauty: Children's Guide
Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia

IAMM
Publication                                                                                                      

The doors of  the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia are open 
once again.  If  you are planning a visit, we recommend getting 
yourself  a copy of  our new guidebook before perusing the 
galleries. Mirrors of Beauty: Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia 
Children’s Guidebook is the perfect accompaniment to your visit 
as it sheds light on the ideas and concepts of  Islamic arts in an 
elementary manner.

Although the guidebook was written with our younger readers 
in mind, it can also serve as an introduction to Islamic art for 
lifelong learners who are curious about the subject. While the 
ideas and concepts of  Islamic art are simplified, the essence of  
the IAMM collection is still maintained in the storytelling. 

The guidebook also tells the story about the communities that 
participated in the making of  art, and the communities that were 
served by the art. For example, venturing into the Architecture 
Gallery, visitors are greeted with scale models of  great Islamic 
architectural designs. In Chapter 6: Traces of  Space, the reason 
for the wide expansive i’wan of  mosques is explained.

The collection at the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia is made 
of  different categories. The guidebook reflects this in seven 
chapters: Calligraphy: Art of  the Sacred Word; Artist and Design; 
Journeying through the Islamic World; Designing for the Wealthy; 
Arts of  War and International Relations; Basics of  Islamic 
Architecture; and Islamic Art of  the Malay World.

Mirrors of Beauty: Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia Children’s 
Guidebook is available for purchase at our Museum Shop 
for RM25. If  you are unable to visit in person, do email us 
at museumshop@iamm.org.my or call 03-2092 7012 for 
assistance. 

 

Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia @IAMM_KL @islamicartsmuseummalaysia
@iamm.kl
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ISLAMIC ARTS MUSEUM MALAYSIA
Children’s Guide
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“Islamic art is never purely decorative, it is always 
functional” is at the heart of this guidebook, which is 

a children’s version of ‘Mirrors of Beauty’. 
 

This children’s guidebook aims to shed light on the 
often intricate world of Islamic arts and culture to its 
young readers. Through a carefully curated range 
of artefacts belonging to the Islamic Arts Museum 
Malaysia, each chapter delves into a specific 
topic, ranging from calligraphy to architecture, 
culminating in the ‘Islamic Art of the Malay World’. 
At the end of each chapter, the readers are invited 
to explore and study an artefact in detail. An added 
feature allows viewers to listen to our museum 

curators’ explanations on selected artefacts. 
 

Whether for young readers or those seeking to 
learn more, this book is an ideal introduction into 

the Arts of the Islamic World.

The Kufic square khat here is
also visible throughout the museum. 

The name of Islamic Arts Museum 
Malaysia has been written in Arabic and 
then rotated in geometric arrangement 
that embodies the unity, harmony and 

dynamism of Islamic art itself.

Mathaf al-Athar al-Islamiyyah Maliziya

THIS BOOK BELONGS to:

Dated:


