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RAMSES 
WISSA WASSEF 
ARTS 
CENTER 

Giza, Egypt, complete 1974. Clients: Ramses Wissa Wassef, 

his family, and the community of weavers. Architect: Ramses 

Wissa Wassef. 

Master Jury's Citation: For the beauty of its execution, the high 

value of its objectives, and the social impact of its activities, as well 

as its influence as an example. For its role as a center of art and 

life, for its endurance, its continuity, and its promise. 

The project is perfectly adapted to its environment, enhancing 

the role of earth as a building material, and demonstrating imagi

nation in the organization of volumes and in the subtle use of light. 

The quality of the spaces, the generosity of the forms, and the am

bience created by light all reflect architectural excellence. 

The Ramses Wissa Wassef Arts Center has a social as well as 

a sculptural and spiritual dimension. It has provided a place, sup

portive as well as poetic, where the young tapestry weavers of the 

community have been free to develop a local craft that supports the 

village with products of great excellence and renown. 

Objectives. The Ramses Wissa Wassef Art Center evolved 

over a period of twenty years and now comprises weaving, 

pottery, and batik workshops, a tapestry showroom, a sculpture 

museum, middle-class residences and low-cost housing, a fami, 

and other ancillary buildings. It reflects Wissa Wassef s rejec

tion of modern Egyptian architecture and his search for ways 

of developing traditional mud-brick architecture to serve a wide 

range of needs. As Wissa Wassef intended, the center is also 

an unconventional teaching institution where the traditional 

crafts and building techniques of Egypt are kept alive and at 

the same time the innate creativity of the human being is 

encouraged and allowed expression. 

Location. The art center, built on a flat, irregular site of ap

proximately 50,000 square meters just outside the ancient vil

lage of Harraniya, is situated a few kilometers southwest of 

Cairo, with the Pyramids of Giza clearly visible on the horizon. 

The center's site was part of the flood plain of the Nile before 

the completion of the second stage of the Aswan High Dam 

in 1952 and lies just off the Saqqara Road, about two kilometers 

Pages 128-131 : The courtyard of one of the workshops and a view 

of the rooftops of the Ramses Wissa Wassef Arts Center exemplify 

Wissa Wassef s rejection of modern Egyptian architecture and his 

return to traditional forms that evolved with the use of mud brick. 
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outside the Green Belt that surrounds metropolitan Cairo. The 

countryside around Harraniya is agricultural and, while fruit 

and vegetables are grown for the market at Giza, alfalfa is the 

principal crop. 
The soil of this area consists of clay and silt to a depth of 

14 to 16 meters, below which a layer of coarse sand and gravel, 

running as deep as 60 meters in places, covers the subjacent 

limestone strata. The water table, at 1.5 to 2 meters below 

ground level, is stable. 

Economic and Social background. Until recently Harraniya had 

little to distinguish it from any other peasant village in Lower 

Egypt. Although still predominantly rural in character, it em

ploys only one quarter of its estimated 7,000 inhabitants in 

agriculture. Up to two-thirds of the young men who live here 

commute to Giza or Cairo to work in hotels, catering, and 

other service industries, while 10 per cent work as laborers. 

There are few craftsmen—other than those working at the 

center—or white-collar workers. 

The social organization of the village is traditional. For 

example, it is still not considered normal for a woman to work 

outside the home. The village fountain continues to play an 

important role as a meeting place for the female population. 

Running water is rare and there is no main drainage, although 

a number of sewers discharge into the irrigation canals around 

the village. While standards of hygiene are low, the incidence 

of schistosomiasis has declined in recent years. 

Local Architectural Character. The traditional material used 

for construction is mud brick. Most buildings are one or two 

stories, with an enclosed entrance passage leading to an in

ternal courtyard. The room to the right of this passage normally 

serves as a reception area, but in general the use of space is 

not highly differentiated. Roofs are flat with low parapets, and 

are widely used for sleeping in the summer and for the storage 

of camel dung, which is used for fuel. 

The architectural style of the outskirts of Cairo, 2 or 3 

kilometers away, has had a major influence on the architectural 

development of the village. Almost all the more recent build

ings are concrete structures with brick infill, but interestingly 

traditional forms have tended to reassert themselves. External 

windows, for example, are reduced in area to mere slits above 

eye level, and concrete roofs are covered with a thick layer 

of earth to improve insulation. 

Access and Locations. The site of the center is walled, and 

its main entrance is reached from the Saqqara Road by way 

of a bridge across a secondary irrigation canal. Separate accesses 

are provided to the museum and Mounir Nosshi's house, 

though these are not generally used. The main access for local 

people is a walled alleyway from the weavers' houses to Har

raniya. Apart from a graveled drive from the main entrance 

to the various houses, the paths, courtyards, and other spaces 

within and between buildings are compacted earth. 

The unbuilt parts of the site, apart from some modest gar

den plots, are used for agricultural purposes, particularly for 

growing fodder and dye plants such as madder, indigo, and 

woad. A duck pond, poultry houses, and a stable for a horse 

and oxen underline the rural setting of the center. 

Design and Construction. There was in the strict sense no ar

chitect's brief. The center evolved over a period of years and 

continues to evolve in response to varying requirements. En

joying an enviable freedom from bureaucratic or other control, 

the architect was able to experiment with forms and materials, 

and in the later stages of the experiment the participation of 

the users became an important element in the design process. 

1, 2: The weavers' workshops are the central curved row of work

shops shown on the plan. The row to the north houses the batik 

dyers and the straight double row to the south the potters. 3, 4: To 
the west lies the exhibition area with its central barrel-vaulted space 

and smaller domed spaces alongside. Vault and domes are pierced 

by small circular openings to admit shafts of sunlight. 5: The work

shops are mainly single-story, but a domed second-floor storeroom 

and a belvedere give them appropriate prominence. 

a. wool store e. pottery 
b. exhibition f. kiln 
c. batik g. basin 
d. weaving 
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Ramses Wissa Wassef was an idealist determined to put 

his ideas to the test, and the creation of the center at Harraniya 

gave him the opportunity of developing and testing theories 

about architecture and craftsmanship that he had already in

itiated elsewhere. Born into a prominent Coptic family and 

conventionally trained as a Beaux Arts architect, Wissa Wassef 

was deeply struck by the traditional architecture of Upper 

Egypt, which he discovered with his colleague Hassan Fathy 

in 1941. Vaulted brick structures were then considered rev' 

olutionary, but for Wissa Wassef they represented something 

essentially Egyptian, because the same forms had been adopted 
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in turn by Pharaonic, Coptic, and Islamic civilizations. At 

the same time he had been developing certain theories about 

the relationship between art and craftsmanship, questioning 

the distinction between the artist as creator and the craftsman 

as manual worker. He saw that "traditional craftsmanship," 

devoid of any creative impulse, was condemned to give way 

to industrial production and doubted whether the modern 

school system was capable of transmitting the values of crafts

manship from one generation to the next. Determined to put 

his ideas into practice, he chose tapestry as the medium for 

his experiment in applying the creativity of children from the 

age of eight up to a relatively simple technical task. 

When he acquired the first 3,000-square-meter plot of land 

at Harraniya in 1952, not only did Wissa Wassef bring with 

him master builders from Nubia who had already worked for 

him in Old Cairo, but he also brought one of the three nine-

teen-year-old pupils who had learned weaving and whose role 

it would be to teach his craft to the children of the local fella-

hin (peasants). 

The Nubians built the first house and workshop, and the 

experiment with weaving was an immediate success. The chil

dren showed themselves to be extraordinarily adept at pro

jecting their own imaginations onto the loom, without the 

aid of drawings and with protection as far as possible from 

adult interference. Their work soon came to the notice of en

lightened Egyptians and foreigners living in Cairo, and a series 

of exhibitions followed, starting in 1958, in different European 

countries. Wissa Wassef was encouraged to apply the same 

approach to pottery, carpet weaving, and stained glass. Since 

his death, batik dyeing has become one of the principal ac

tivities at the center. 

Encouraged by the children's creativity and success in 

mastering the crafts, Wissa Wassef decided to apply a similar 

approach to architecture. A number of young boys aged twelve 

and over who had already learned to weave were taught how 

to prepare mud bricks using local silt and sand and how to 

build walls. The real experiment began when they learned 

how to construct vaults on the inclined, or Nubian, system 

and domes without centering. As intended they were even

tually equipped to build for themselves without having to pur

chase materials. 



Workshops and Farm Buildings. The first workshop, built by 

the Nubians in 1954 and still used by ten adult weavers, oc

cupied the ground floor of Ramses Wissa Wassef s own house. 

The interior and small courtyard remain unchanged, with their 

reused Coptic columns, fine dome on squinches, and fretwork 

shutters. Concrete extensions, necessitated by the growth of 

Wissa Wassef s family, were added to the south and east ends 

of the original building. The use of concrete was justified in 

order to obtain a factory permit, unlikely to be awarded to a 

mud-brick structure; there was also a need for a secure place 

to house the tapestry collection and for a strong roof to sustain 

the weight of the water tank. 

Wissa Wassef s experiment in training his pupils to build 

with their own hands began modestly with poultry houses, 

which considering they are the work of children have stood 

the test of time remarkably well. The same children, aged 

twelve to fifteen, went on to build their own workshops and 

showrooms for the tapestries in the early 1960s. 

The children's workshops, comprising beginners' and in

termediate weaving schools and the batik dyeing and pottery 

areas, are designed as a separate, enclosed precinct with clearly 

differentiated areas for the three crafts. The main axis is east-

west, and it runs between the two parallel but slightly curved 

rows of workshops, barely 12 meters wide. There is a deliberate 

reference to the traditional Egyptian town with its narrow 

winding lanes lined by craftsmen's workshops. To the north 

and south of this axis lie the areas used for potting and dyeing; 

in the former there is a kiln, and in the latter a large circular 

fountain. 

With the exception of a first-floor storeroom for wool and 

a maq'ad (belvedere) used for drying unfired pottery, the 

buildings are all single story with the roofs used for drying the 

skeins of dyed wool. 

The main showroom is a long barrel-vaulted room with a 

series of smaller domed spaces alongside it. Large lunette win

dows provide the workshops with both lighting and ventilation, 

the east-west orientation of the main axis ensuring that they 

catch the prevailing northerly winds. Perforated brickwork fil

ters the light and provides a reasonable degree of privacy. With 

the main axis in the shade all day, there is a reservoir of rel-

atively cool air on which the south-facing workshops can draw. 

The showrooms are lit by shafts of sunlight from oculi in 

the vaulting, and it is possible to supplement the very low 

level of natural light by spotlighting the tapestries lining the 

walls. Simple sanitary facilities are located at the southeast 

corner of the complex. 

The farm buildings, workshops, and showrooms were built 

entirely of mud brick laid in mortar. The mud is flood silt 

excavated from the foundation trenches, mixed in porportions 

of two parts sand to one part mud for the bricks (three parts 

sand to one part mud for the mortar) and fermented for thirty 

days in water. The roofs are sealed with a cement, lime, and 

gypsum rendering, and any rainwater is thrown clear of the 

walls by pipes through the parapets. The interiors of the work

shops are whitewashed and those of the showrooms left their 

natural earth color. The floors are of compacted earth, the 

main axis being set with rough-hewn limestone. 

The workshops, situated on the northeastern tip of the 

site, are the most prominent feature of the center for visitors 

arriving at Harraniya along the Saqqara Road. Although their 

style is not local, they integrate well with the landscape. The 

domed storeroom and belvedere have a strong visual impact, 

while the intimate scale of the workshop areas adds to their 

character. Despite the fact that fifty children under the age 

of sixteen create a great deal of visible wear and tear, the wall 

surfaces and roofs have been renewed only once since com

pletion in 1968. Scant rainfall, however, is also a factor con

tributing to the preservation of these structures. 

Habib Gorgy Sculpture Museum. The museum was built two 

years after the completion of the tapestry showrooms as a trib

ute to the late Habib Gorgy to house a collection of his pupils' 

works from the 1940s and '50s. There are three main exhibition 

areas of roughly equal importance: an open courtyard, reached 

by a doglegged passageway; a long gallery; and a dome with 

three iwans and a lesser domed space beside it. The building 

also contains a porter's house, consisting of two rooms off a 

secondary courtyard. 

It is never too bright or hot in the courtyard, which al

though open is shaded by both the tall dome and the fronds 

of palm trees planted in one of its corners. Small terra-cottas 

are arranged in alcoves along the courtyard's east wall. The 

long gallery is generally dark and cool apart from some shafts 

of light penetrating through the oculi at its domed end. Here 

the sculptures are mainly ranged along the double-skinned west 

wall. Each piece is placed in an alcove in the inner wall, lit 

indirectly by light falling on it from an unseen opening in the 

outer wall. This is a highly ingenious form of natural spot

lighting. The apertures in the outer wall do not correspond 

to those in the inner wall. As a result the angle of light falling 

on each work is individually directed. The tall dome is shoul

dered by eight window apertures through which shafts of light 

6: The courtyard of the potters is part of the workshops and a flight 

of steps leads to a flat roof. 7, 8, 9: The plan of the Habib Gorgy 

Sculpture Museum shows the three main exhibition areas—the open 

courtyard, the long gallery at one end and the elaborately domed 

and vaulted space with three iwans and a smaller, more enclosed 

domed space beside it. 



penetrate, and the north iwan, toward the courtyard, has an 

arrangement of sculptures silhouetted against a background of 

perforated brickwork. 

The museum is constructed entirely of mud brick, with 

mud plaster finishes left in their natural color. The floors are 

of compacted earth. The museum's tall dome is a remarkably 

accurate example of a parabola built without centering. 

Ceres Wissa Wassef and Mounir Nosshi Houses. The house for 

Wissa Wassefs sister, Ceres, was built less than a year before 

the one for his friend Mounir Nosshi. Both houses, which 

have the same general orientation and very similar plans, are 

raised about 1.2 meters off the ground. Ceres Wissa Wassefs 

house is on two floors, with an additional mezzanine above 

the garage and pump room. A vaulted entrance, kitchen, WC, 

dining room, and living room opening onto a large terrace 

make up the ground floor, while the second floor and mez

zanine consist of three bedrooms, one bathroom, and two 

washrooms. Mounir Nosshi's house has a similar distribution 

but omits the mezzanine and is slightly larger, with a study on 

the ground floor and a fourth bedroom on the second. There 

is little doubt that the house built for Ceres Wissa Wassef 

comes closer to the architect's intention. Mounir Nosshi's 

house was considerably modified in the course of execution in 

response to newly formulated demands by the client. 

The walls of both houses are up to .7 meter thick, and 

the design of the buildings is well suited to a hot climate. 

From the terraces, situated to the northwest to shelter them 

from the sun, one can enjoy a magnificent view of the Pyr

amids. In both houses much use is made of simple wooden 

mashrabiyas (latticework screens), which allow sunlight to filter 

through and at the same time enhance privacy. Ceres Wissa 

Wassef's house also utilizes some stained glass. 

Both houses were built of limestone cut from nearby quar

ries. For Ceres Wissa Wassef's house cement mortar was used 

up to the second floor with mud mortar above, because it was 

feared that the walls of the upper story of Ceres's house might 

not withstand the lateral thrust of the vaults and buttresses, 

which are characteristic features of the house added after the 

initial plans had been drawn up and construction started. For 

Mounir Nosshi's house cement mortar was used up to the par

apet level. 

0 2 4 8 m. 

The vaults of both buildings are of porous red brick laid 

in cement mortar. In Ceres's house the dome of the main 

living area rises on pendentives through the second-floor level; 

in Mounir Nosshi's all the vaults are groined. This measure 

was taken partly for reasons of economy, since the amount of 

fill needed to level the floor above was considerably less than 

that required for a dome and could be reduced still further by 

building up the voids to floor level with little diaphragm walls. 

At the same time the construction of intersecting arches did 

require centering. The floors were laid with red brick tiles 

produced locally. 

The finishes for Ceres's house were more expensive. Marble 

was used throughout the bathroom and WCs, and the antique 

handbasins are in carved Coptic style. Patterned brick tiles 
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with mosaic tesserae adorn the landing, and the living area is 

graced with an inlaid marble fountain. 

There is a considerable amount of woodwork in both hous

es, which sent costs up considerably since all the wood had 

to be imported. The houses also contain tiled fireplaces, hang

ing glass lamps, and other decorations. The exteriors were 

rendered in cement, sand, and lime mortar with a final coat 

of a traditional earth-colored finish known as dahara. Interior 

renderings were done in cement, sand, and lime plaster with 

a gypsum skim and edging coated with emulsion paint. 

Both houses blend well into the landscape. The design of 

the interior is interesting, with the link-up of spaces particularly 

successful in Ceres's house. A bent entrance leads into a domed 

entrance hall, deliberately lower than and out of alignment 

with the spaces beyond. The dining and living areas flow into 

each other, with the pivotal position occupied by the tall dome 

reflected in the marble fountain set into the floor beneath it. 

An arched aperture between the two flights of stairs draws the 
eye upward, and on the second-floor landing the way out on

to the southwest roof terrace cunningly negotiates the shoulder 

of the dome. 

Weavers' Houses. Seven houses were built for seven landless 

weavers. The chance of owning their own homes, it was hoped, 

would give them a sense of independence. Ramses Wissa Was-

sef bought the land and divided it into seven plots. Each of 

the seven weavers was then given a piece of clay to model his 

future home. Thè choice was not entirely unfettered, since 

the group had already worked out in long hours of discussion 

Mezzanine 

a. hall 
b. living 
c. dining 
d. kitchen 
e. bathroom 

f. WC 
g- bedroom 
h. terrace 
j- garage/carport 

0 2 4 

Second Floor 

Ground Floor 

what their common requirements were. These included a 

courtyard with a living room on one side, and a kitchen and 

washroom with WC on the other. The courtyard would have 

a chicken coop and a bread oven. The weavers, however, were 

given complete freedom in deciding how the functions would 

be distributed and how the entrance, courtyards, and steps to 

the upper story would be laid out. A vaulted storage area and 

sleeping place was planned for the roof of each house. 

In the end no two houses were the same. In fact there 

were some significant differences. The living rooms, however, 

are all vaulted with iwans containing mastabas (masonry 

benches), and all seven houses have direct access to the village 

of Harraniya by means of a walled alleyway created especially 

for the purpose. The walls are made of limestone with mud 

mortar and the ground-floor vaults of porous red brick with 

cement mortar. The upper stories have groined vaults built 

with centering and made of mud brick laid in mud mortar. 

As an example of user participation the project is of un

doubted interest. Yet of the seven houses, only three are now 

lived in permanently by their beneficiaries. This has come 

about because the young weavers came under considerable 

pressure from their families to leave. In this sense the exper

iment was perhaps premature, anticipating changes of attitude 

that, ten years later, are only now taking place. At the same 

time the style of architecture still tends to have negative con-

10: Ceres Wissa Wassef s house is on two floors, with an additional 

mezzanine over part of it. The plan is a free arrangement of square 

domed or vaulted compartments; when a rectangular compartment 

is required the space is extended in one direction with an arched 

alcove. 11, 12: The living area on the ground floor has an inlaid 

marble fountain and is roofed with a dome that rises on pendentives 

through the second-floor level. 
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notations in that mud is associated with poverty and domes 

with religious buildings. With Wissa Wassef's death in 1974, 

before the houses were finished, his paternalistic concern for 

the welfare of the weavers, which might have prevailed upon 

them to stay, was also lost. 

Conclusion. In general the buildings of the center are well 

adapted to their uses. Their response to climatic conditions 

is good, and maintenance, drainage, and sanitation are ade

quate. Wissa Wassef's application of the empirical approach 

to architecture has proved successful, as reflected by the build

ings themselves. Training provided on the job has produced 

a versatile and talented team of builders. The response of the 

users is generally positive. In the case of the experiment with 

the weavers' houses the relative lack of success has to be viewed 

in the context of subsequent social change. 

The existence of the center has had a profound impact 

not only on Harraniya but on many of the surrounding set

tlements. Since Wissa Wassef tapestries became well known, 

other tapestry workshops have sprung up in neighboring towns 

and villages. In at least one of them, Kirdâsa, the main industry 

is now the making of inferior copies of Wissa Wassef tapestries. 

Real Wissa Wassef tapestries are individual works of art and 

command higher prices in Egypt and abroad, with the weavers 

of Harraniya earning, with bonuses, up to three times the local 

average. Consequently this has earned respect for weaving and 

other crafts and given the weavers a great deal of independence 

and a feeling of self-sufficiency. Female weavers in particular 

have won the right to continue working after marriage and 

even to live in their own houses and not necessarily with their 

husbands' families. Economic viability has therefore led to so

cial gains. There has also been some impact on the physical 

environment. The children working at the center have been 

set higher standards of hygiene and are generally better fed 

and clothed than other village children. 

The center demonstrates that traditional architecture using 

local materials and relatively unskilled labor is better adapted 

to the climate, cheaper, and more spacious than conventional 

modern buildings, using imported materials and technology. 

There appears to be a future, therefore, for nonindustrial modes 

of production in Egypt. The influence of the small group of 

architects led by Wissa Wassef and Hassan Fathy is felt by 

many younger Egyptian architects, working both in Egypt and 

elsewhere. The art center offers a rare opportunity of studying 

in one place the development of Wissa Wassef's ideas over 

the twenty-year period preceding his death. 


