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PROFILE OF HASSAN FATHY

Ladies and Gentlemen:

In the mid sixties, the Ministry of Culture commissioned Hassan
Bey with the design of Folklore Arts Institute.

At the same time , the Ministry also commissioned the
Development and Popular Housing Company with preparing the
detailed drawings and construction documents of this project
based on Fathy’s design.

As chief designer of the Company at that time, I found myself
with a group of young architects working closely with Hassan
Bey on this project for almost a year.

I was very much impressed with the design. Inner and outer
spaces were handled in a masterful way. Buildings were set
together around a series of inner courts with fountains in a
rhythmic form. They did not lack Fathy’s usual musicality in his
architecture. The project expressed that warm invitingness
commonly known in Fathy’s architecture.

It was supposed to be a research and teaching institute for all
aspects of folklore arts : music, singing, dancing mythology and
crafts . These arts represent the soul of Egypt.

A main part of the project was a museum of Islamic and
Indigenous architecture, particularly buildings from Old Nubia
and buildings from different rural, desert , and coastal regions of
Egypt. Had this museum been built , it would have been the first
of its type. The different buildings would be a standing record of
local Egyptian contemporary and historic architecture.

Of course, Ihad known Hassan Bey before , but it was the first
time to see him in real action. In the few minutes allowed for
me, I will try to draw a profile of this very special man as I saw
him at that time. It is indeed a profile of serenity and greatness.
Hassan Bey in essence was a great teacher. The group of the
young architects working on this project was very much
attracted to his magnetic personality. They surrounded him for



hours, day after day, listening attentively to him, talking about
architecture, which was to him , almostly a sacred profession.

He explained with great passion, Islamic Architectures: its
spiritual and symbolic values and its beautiful human formation
of spaces and masses.

His talks covered other areas of Human thoughts. He had this
gift of expressing the complexities of ideas in a simple,
attractive and poetic form. His wit and sense of humor were
unmatched.

Very few people I met have such a high intellect and also so free
in mind and soul.

He (ook us 1n tours visiting mosques and historical Arab houses
in the old parts of Cairo. We saw with new eyes the merits of
these buildings and he explained to us the Urban fabric of the
old city and how it reflected the Collective Mind in that time.
These tours generally ended at his residence in Darb El-Labban
near the Citadel where he continued his teachings over dinner in
a warm and fatherly atmosphere. He was very much loved by
those young architects.

Hassan Bey showed no tolerance with regulations and routine.
He was impatient with officials who knew nothing but to go by
the book. With his uncompromising spirit, conflicts over the
project mounted up. I was caught in the middle of cross fire
between the two sides. To save that valuable project, I proposed
that it could be built in phases, if it was difficult for the Ministry
of Culture to finance it all at one time. This proposal did not
help and at the end somehow the project unfortunately was
never built.

From the many talks I had with Fathy, I understood that his
relation with the Establishment was never cordial . His free
spirit could not be contained within the concrete walls of any
authority.

Probably that was the reason why so many of his projects were
never built.

My relation with Fathy became closer and continued till his last
days. We did the Holy Hadj together in 1983 and I came to see
closely the saintly side of this man.



Also we were invited together with Nawal Hassan in 1976 to
Paris by His Royal Highness Princc Karcm Khan. With a
distinguished group we laid down the foundation ofthe Aga
Khan Award for Architecture. Fathy’s contribution was indeed
memorable. And as we all know he was the first recipient of the
“Chairman Award”.

Hassan Fathy was a unique Architect. Great Masters were
known for their Monumental Buildings. Fathy was different
amongst the Masters. | do not know of any monument he built
or designed.

IIc built for the poor, and he committed himsclf firmly to scrve
them. Once he called his clients not the low-income people but
the no-income people.

With the poor, for the poor and by the poor he created a noble
and serene Architecture. That 1s why he was a unique and genius
Architect.

[ always wonder how such a humble and simple man was so
able to give so much to so many.

And how he had such everlasting effect on any body who came
close to him and touched his shadow.
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