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Save Hassan Fathy's
 
e'N Gourna 

To a somewhat general indiHerence, a modern Egyptian village 

of outstonding artistic and heritoge value is shamelessly negleded 

and allowed to detay and crumble. But archited Hassan Fathy's New Gourna 

village should not disappear. There, an extraordinary formai modern 

architectural language emphasizes the lessons of know-how, human solidarity 

and appropriate technology placed in the hands of an underprivileged 

community. New Gourna really ought to live on in order to show future 

generotions, as the architect would have wished, the possibilities of 

well-reasoned development in an emergent country. 

LEIlA El·WAKll 
AND NADIA RADWAN 

HASSAN FATHY 

Hassan Fathy (1900-1989) was 

among the most important architects 
of Africa and the Middle East. 

As an intellectual, writer, humanist, 

architect and scientist, he 

considerably influenced gen rations 

of architects and engineers 

throughout the world. He was born 

in Alexandria and worked mainly 

in Egypt except for the five years he 
spent in Greeee where he worked 

in the very cosmopolitan Doxiades 

Agency in Athens (1957-1962). 
He became internationally famous 

after the publication of Couma, 
a Tale of Iwo Villages in 1969, 

published again in 1973 under 

the title of Architecture for the Poor: 
An Experiment in Rural Egypt. 
The tremendous impact of the book 

shook the world and had significant 

repercussions in Western academic 
circles 

The depth of Hassan Fathy's 
onthropological thinking, his 

genuine social concern and the 
wisdom of the reasoning 

underlying his architectural 

experience were internation lIy 

acclaimed but still need to be fully 

absorbed in the age of sustainable 

d velopment we ore presently 

entering. The notion of "appropriate 

technology" formulated by Fathy 
at the tvvilight of his life has not 

been sufficiently acknowledged, 

in particular in emergent countries. 

Fathy was prolific and passionately 
involved in many subjects. His 

projects were varied, from his 

1930s reinforc d concrete 

constructions and private residences 

built with stone to projects for an 

'Ideal City' in Baghdad and Karachi 
du ring his Greek period. He 

addressed ail types of briefs such 

as villas, farms, mosques, social 

health centers, schools, theaters, 

peasant villages and tourist villages. 

As a researcher in the field of 

architecture and construction, he 

devised construction technologies 

solutions for hot and arid climates. 

Fathy, driven by a very strang 

social involvement underpinned by 

nationalist feelings, strived to work 

out adequate low-cost schemes 
drawn from the ancestral genius 

of the place, primarily For Egypt 
and then for the Arab and 

African counties where he was 

commissioned. The notion of 

'situated architecture' finds in him 

one of its champions. His unvarying 

concern was the integration of 
the building to its environ ment, 

finding inspiration in any possible 

heritage and answering the 
conditions imposed by the site. 

Fathy defended traditionol 
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know-how and native crafts which 

were threatened by industrialized 

producls imported ITom the West. 

Ideologically close to the artists of 
his time, such as the Friends of Art 

and Life group founded in the 

1930s around th personality 

oF Hamec! Saïd, he preferred 

techniques which required the hand 
of man, beli ving th se could bring 

happin ss and dignity to man. 

Conscious of the importance of 

educating his compatriots and 

contemporaries, he wrote mony 

books and reports and gave 

o multitud of conferences. 

Th innumeroble memos, drafts, 

booklets scribbled with notes, 

notebooks and sketches constitute 
the most considerable port of 

the archives currently conserved at 

the Rore Books Library and Special 

Collections (RBLSC) of the American 

University of Coiro. The ongoing 

cataloging of this material broadens 

the knowledge of his vast and 

prolific production that failed to 

be fully recognize during his 

life/ime, although every day in 

the architect's later years, strangers 

From th world over, anxious to 

benefit From his precepts, visited 

his house in Darb el Lob na. 

ln his country F thy was 

marginalized but he was definilely 
connected to the international 

intelligentsias and part of his career 

was dedicated to expertise in 
the field of development, as weil as 

African architecture and heritage. 

The thousands of photographs 
conserved at the RBLSC show 

that he traveled in many countries 

in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, 

Europe and in the United States. 

As a consultant for international 

organizations and UN agencies 

he implemented projects for 

countries such as Egypl, Iraq, 
Palestine and Pakistan. During his 

frovel ,the lose study of local 

architecture, whether modern 

or vernaculor, and native crafts, 

sustained his theoretical and 

architectural thinking. He thus 

often illustrated his conferences 

and articles with examples of 

architecture or town-planning he 
had discovered abroad. 

Bad fortune cruelly aff cts Fothy's 

production; as several significant 
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buildings have olready 

disappeared: Bosphore Casino 

(1932), commission d by the 
Koudsy brothers on Train Stalion 
Square (Bab el.Hadid) in Coiro, has 

fallen; several art deco villas fram 

the 1930s have been tarn down 

and the villa he built f r his wife, 

Aziza Hassanein, was de troyed 

during the creation of the Maadi 

waterfront road. At present, the 

legendary house of artist and potter 

Hamed Saïd in el-Marg has become 

surrounded by a hostile environment 

and the villa Toussoun Abu Gobai 

is Ihreatened by the progress of 
land-bonk in the surroundings 

of the new Four Seosons hote!. 

Furthermor , Iwo houses buil in 

th village of New Boriz (Kharga) 
have recently undergone renoyotions 

which have totally Itered them. 

Fathy embodi s the Egyptian 
genius, alon with such 

canlemporary figures as Nogib 
Mahfouz, Um Kalthoum or Yussef 

Shohin. But today, although no one 

would think of leHing the Mahfouz's 

Trilogy, Um Kolthaum's songs or 

Shahin's cinematographic heritage 

disappeor, the outstanding 
realizations of a prominent architeet 

are f Iling one aher the other and 

New Gourna is gradually vonishing. 

NEW GOURNA: 

AN INNOVATIVE 

CONCEPTION 

Hassan Fathy's owes his 

international recognitian to 

the publication of Coumo, a Tale 
oF Iwo Villoges, which recounts 

the adventure of the construction 
of the New Gourna village. 

The proiect and building of 
this pilot-proiect of a village for 

a Iraditional rural ommunity, in 

the early 1950s, is an experience 
without precedent in Egypt 

Although the book narrating this 

experience still has an international 

echo loday, the village which bears 

witne s to this unique and original 

effort is in an advanced stole of 

dilapidation. 

ln 1945, Fathy was entrusted 

by the Departm nt of Antiquities 
and the Director of Excavations 

with the building of a new village 

upstream of the old village 



of Gourna, behind the Memnon 

Colossuses. This pilot-project was 

plann d to relocete the inhobitonts 

of Old Gourna for from the 

Ph rconic sites but the Gournis 

opposed a strang re istance to 

this displocement. Mor than half 

a century later, those still living in 
Old Gourna had ta be evacuated 

by force before their houses were 

destroyed by bulldozers. 

This project, designed For the 
modest Egyptian peasontry, should 

be considered in por Ilei with the 

research 1 d by modern European 

architecls of the inter- or postwar 

period: in the field of social housing 

for the working-c1ass (Britz or 

Si mensstadt in Berlin by H. Sharoun, 

Walter Gropius, Bruno Tout or 

the Kiefhook housing project 

in Rotterdam by HP Oud) or 

in the field of model-villages of 

the reconstruction p riod which ore 

just startlng to be seriously studied 

(Bousquel in Fronce by Bossu, or 

projects by Thomas Shorp in Britain). 

Before planning onything, F thy 

anolyzed the existing situation 

in order to improve the sonitory 

facililles and enhance the living 

conditions of the Gourni fellahs 

while preserving their cultural 

traditions. Observing th functioning 
of Old Gourna, he carried out 

a meticulou ethnographic study 

of the Gourni fomity (badan ) 

and social structure of its clans and 

tribes, and their way of life. These 

observations dictated the principles 

underlying the village's planning. 
He also analyzed the Gournis' 

pro uction activities: in addition to 

on insufficiently yielding agriculture 

were the licil income drawn from 

tradition 1crafts and the illicit 

drawn from the fraudulent 

commerce of antiquities. l he latter 

prompted his wish to promote 
a large variety of handcrafts in 

the new viii ge by perpetrating 

existing local traditions ond 

reintroducing ancestral know-how. 

Searching for law-co t building 

solutions, Fathy developed 
the mudbrick technology-using 

a costless moterial and a technique 

still maslered by the Nubians­

whieh he had already successfully 

experimented in many 

circumstances. He wished ta poss 

on this knowledge to the Gournis 

to enable them ta build their houses 

themselves without the costly 

services of on orchitect or a mosan, 
which in the long-run would ensure 

the villoge's sust inobility. 

This pilot-project was ta serve os 

a model for the construction of 

other low-cost villages in Egypt's 

underprivileged rural areas. 

AN OUTSTANDING 

REALIZATION 

The site of Gourna is locoted on 

the western bank of ~he Nile ot 

the level of Luxor wilh which it Forms 

Ancient Thebes. The western bank 

shelters the pharaoh's necropolises 

(the Valley oF the Kings, the Volley 

of the Queens and the Tombs of 
the Nobles), which number among 

the most visiled site in Egypt Since 

the eighteenlh century, dwellings 
have been built close to the tombs, 

in what we cali loday the Old 

Gourna, whi h hos been 

undergoing demolition since 

December 2006 in spile of 
international protests. 

Fathy deslgned the project on a Flot 
porcel in a 50 arpen hosha of 

farmable land (approx. 50 acres), 

bought From Boulos Hanna Pasha, 

protected by dykes and situated 

close ta the main road and the 

railway. The village was meont ta 

relocate 7,000 Gournis, but only 

part of the designed plon wos 

carried out between 1946 and 
1949 when works were suspended 

for lock of politicol support 
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The village neither resembles 
traditional villages nor other 

attempts to design modern Egyptien 

villages. Il can be qualified as on 

ideol village, in the some woy as 
Claude-Nicolas Ledoux's Salines 

de Chaux were considered on ideel 
industrial town ot the end oF the 

Enlightenmenl. Fathy built Gourna 

in keeping with his (fine) idea of 

the mid-twentieth century Egyptian 

village. The profoundly humanist 

progrom of New Gourna constitutes 

a unlcum in the history of village 

planning and resulted in a very 

ambitious proiect, moybe too 
ombitious For its time and place. 

The Fellah was ta be housed with 

his family and animais ln a dwelling 

designed according to his specifie 

needs. He was to breed his stock, 
culti ote the land in the 

surroundings oF the village and also 

produce handcraft (weoving, 
pottery, etc.) at the crafts' school 

and the khan. He ould sell his 

horvest in a pleosantly shaded 

market and his handcrafts in a hall 

built to this purpose. He would 
practice his faith either in the pure 

tines oF the mosque or in the copt 

hurch (which was in fact never 

built). He would dispose of a 

meeting place for celebrations and 

feasts. His children would be sent 

to two distinct schools for girls 

and boys. He would participote in 

the folk events toking place ot the 

theater or on the esplanade located 
just behind if. Port of the focilities 

(masque, theoter, khan, market, etc.) 
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still exist today without oppearing 

over-sized eonsidering the possible 
population growth of 20,000 

inhabitants that Fathy had anticipated. 

New Gourna was planned around 

a vast, irregular central public 

square surrounded by the principal 

eivic or public buildings: 

the mosque, mayor's house, theater, 

native crahs exhibition hall and 

khan. At the village entrance, 

nearby the railway station, i. 

the open-air market bordered by 

hall rooms to welcome visitor•. 

The village'. design, purposely 

irregular by merging the grid and 
rodio-centric systems, wcs meant to 

develop the imagination and 

encourage a rich and varied 

architecture The village is divlded 
inlo four main districts for each 

Goumi tribe, separated by streets 

al leest 10 meters wide. A system 

of seeondary streets, not lorger than 

6 meters, shields the badanos' 

pri aey and discourages strangers 

from going any further The inner 

court houses are assembled in more 

or less complex sectors open at 

the ongles. This design cleorly shuns 

systematic or symmetrical character 

ond repetitions which lead, in 

Fathy's words, "to boring rows of 

identical houses that are considered 

ta be what the poor deserve" and 

are harmful ta the well-being of men. 

To solve the economic question of 

the rural village program, Fathy 
used raw brick. This cholce was 

determined by his knowledge of 
the architecture and monuments 

of Upper Egypt, a region which is 

poor ln wood, where other roofing 
systems had 10 be devised. The row 

brick vaults and cupolas, such os 

in the Ramasseum, Bagawat and 

Fatimid mausoleums, served as 

models ta cover his first 

experimental farms, and the houses 
in New Gourno ln every period, 

the elementory technology of 
mudbrick has been used in Egypt, 

porticulorly in rural oreas. 
The material itself, immediately 

at hond, and the production of 

the mudbricks, sun dried, is simple 

and inexpensive. By applying 

the system of catenary vaults which 

he improved, Hassan Fathy wos 

able to build a house entirely 

111 mudbrick. Furthermore, 

the construction of such a house 

required only Iwo people. 
The thermal inertia of raw brick 

walls has been studied and we 
know that il is superior to a wall 

in fired brick, stone or concrete. 

Consequently, the choice of this 

malerial for New Gourna, in an 

extreme desert c1imate, is totolly 

appropria le. The negative 

connotations of mudbrick as being 

archoic and of poor quality partly 
account for New Gourna's 

unenthusiastic reception by 

the people to whom il was destined, 

who aspired las often in emergent 
countries) to industrialized 

technologies as a sign of wealth 

even if a Inoterial such as concrete 

was tolally lI1oppropriote to 
the e1imatic and economic ituation 

With his raw brick technology Fathy 

created a particular formol 

language of thick walls with small 

openings, of houses covered by 

domes and vaults. In drawing his 

inspiration from an ancestral 
technlcal tradition, he managed to 

invenl a dwelling typology which 
was totally original although it olso 

referred to the c1assic Jslamic 

distribution of space. The volumes 

and special qualities of the ensemble 

have nolhing to envy modern 

Western architecture and 

magnificently illustrate Le Corbusier's 
famous words: "l'architecture est 

le jeu correct, savant et magnifique 

des volume. sous la lumière." 

A simple and refined geometry 

harmoniously governs the 

architectural conception. 
The aesthelics of the village, shown 

by Dimitri Papadimou's photographs 
jusl after (partial) completion, evoke 

the geometric formalism of German 

and Dutch architeds. 

Hassan Fathy's formai language, 

innovative at the time of the village's 

creation, has been of enduring 

influence in Egypt and around 

the Mediterranean Today in Egypl 

one commonly refers to the "Hassan 

Fathy style" even If it does nol 
specifically design raw brick 

constructions, but somewhat 

inaccurately any architecture using 

vaults and dames, frequenlly 
employed in many tourist settlements 

and holiday houses. 

A UNIQUE HERITAGE 

ln the post World War Il context, 

the village of New Gourna was 

an experi nce without precedent. 

It was both unique in its time Clnd 

premonitory of the preoccupation~ 
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that were to come. The idea of Fathy wos a for runner of 

a self·con truction system 011 wing the theorie underl ing the question 

peasants 10 build thelr awn houses of sustainobl development. 

adjusled ta the ciimate with a 
simple and economicol technology Owing to the abundance of 

was the only one of ils kind, heritage from 011 limes, Egypl is 

As an archltect and as a man Fathy essenlially preoccupied ith 

was sensitive ta the question of artifacts from ancient or classic 

social housing and incerely wished civilizatlons, or with Islamic and 

ta improve the living con itions of coptic arts, an has not yet 

the peasant He invented a housing recognized its more recent heritage, 

type drawing from a wide range f which xplalns why the village of 

constructive and typologlcal h,storical Ne Goumo has not been 

E yptian models, ln recovering considered a priority, Nevertheless, 

lost lraditional knowledge and ski Ils, it remains an exceptional cultural 

production more thon wodhy of 

conservatio efforts, 

New Gouma, Hassan Fathy's 

pilot-proiect, is at present 
abandoned and in danger. Although 

the th ter and the masque have 
been rest red, many buildings ore 

uncared for, others have been 

brutally altered and others yet, such 

j as the boys' school and the village 

~ handcrafts' hall, have purely and 

J simply een torn down, 
Therefore, the professors of 
the Department of rt History 

and of the Mester in Environmental 

Sciences of Geneva University, are 

requestin an international heritage 

listing of New Gourna, 

LlïLA IL-WAKIL (Ph,DI. art historian 
an orchileCI, professor al the Facullé des 
Leltres, UniverS/le de Genève, leaches hislory 

f archilecture and heri/oge conservalion, 
her main fields 01 pvb/ica/ions She is 
presen/ly edlling a cal/eerive pub/lcalion 
en/itled Hassan Fathy ln his T,m 
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NADIA UDWAN art his/ollon. is OS5is.:rl 
professar al Ihe Envtronmentol Sc,ences 
Depor/ment, Université de Genève. where 
she graduoled 'vllh a MA d,ssertalio en/Illet! 
"Hassan Fa/hy. lowards Appropllale 
Archilecture, " She wor.ked os a cansvltant 10 
Unesco World Hen/age Cenlre. Arab Stale, 
Unil and is presellr/y wriling a thesis on 
Conl mpomry Art in Egypl. 
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Docomomo International is a non-profit organi olion
 

dedicated to the Documentation and COnservation of buildings,
 

sites and neighborhoods of the Modern MOvement.
 

It aims at:
 

- Bringing the significance of the architecture of the modern movement
 

to the attention of the public, the public authorities, the professionals
 

and the educational community.
 

- IdentiFying and promoting the surveying of the modern movement's
 

works.
 

- Fostering and disseminating the development of appropriate
 

techniques and methods of conservation.
 

- Opposing destruction and disfigurement of significant works.
 

- Gathering funds for documentation and conservation
 

- Exploring and developing knowledge of the modern movement.
 

Docomomo International wishes to extend its field of actions to new
 

territories, establish new partnerships with institutions, organizations
 

and NGOs active in the area of modern architecture, develop and
 

publish the international register, and en large the scope of its activities
 

in the realm of research, documentation and education.
 

Docomomo International est une organisation non
 
gouvernementale dont la mission est la DOcumentation et
 
la COnseravtion de l'architecture, des sites et du patrimoine bâti
 
du MOuvement Moderne.
 
Ses obiectifs visent à :
 
- Révéler l'importance du mouvement moderne à l'attention du public,
 
des autorités, des professionnels et de la communauté scientifique.
 
- Identifier et promouvoir l'ensemble des œuvres du mouvement
 
moderne.
 
- Aider au développement et à la dissémination des techniques
 
et des méthodes de conservation.
 
- S'opposer à la destruction et à la défiguration des œuvres
 
architecturales importantes.
 
- Collecter des fonds pour la documentation et la conservation.
 
- Explorer et développer la connaissance du mouvement moderne.
 

Docomomo International se propose également de développer
 
ses activités vers de nouveaux territoires, d'établir de nouveaux
 
partenariats avec des institutions, des organisations et des ONG aelives
 
dans le domaine de l'architecture moderne, de compléter et de
 
publier l'inventaire international et d'élargir ses actions dans le cadre
 
de la recherche, de la documentation et de l'éducation
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