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RAMSES WISSA WASSEF 
ART CENTER

The Ramses Wissa Wassef Art Center is the project for 
which Wissa Wassef is best known. It is the epitome of his 
experimentation with traditional construction methods, 
particularly mud brick, and his belief in the innate creative 
power and potential of children. It is here that he taught 
young children to weave and express their creativity, without 
any formal arts training, in the tapestries that they create, for 
which the center is internationally acclaimed.

The center occupies an area of approximately 50,000 
square meters,1 with the first plot of land purchased in 1951 

occupying 2,200 square meters. The land that is not occu-
pied by buildings is predominantly used as agricultural land, 
where some of the crops grown generate the dyes used in 
the cotton and wool yarn for weaving. There is also a garden 
between the main residential buildings. 

The center was built incrementally by Wissa Wassef, who 
purchased the land over five phases between 1951 and 1969. 
Most of the construction was carried out after 1962 due to 
the international success of the tapestry exhibitions, which 
brought in funds for the center. The center continued to 
grow even after his death, with interventions by Badie Habib 
Georgi, his brother-in-law; Ikram Nosshi, his son-in-law; 
and Ramses Ikram Nosshi, his grandson.

Extant
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VILLAGE ART STUDIO 
AND GALLERY—PHASE 1

Date: 1952–53

Location: Ramses Wissa Wassef Art Center, Harraniya, Giza

Alternative names: Berlanty Youssef Wissa Wassef Carpet and 

Kilim Factory, Dar al-Fann, Rest House 

This is the first phase of the Ramses Wissa Wassef Art Center, 
built between 1952 and 1953. Conceived as an experiment, 
with the success of the project Wissa Wassef drafted the 
drawn plans in 1955 when he applied for the licensing of 
the first two buildings he had built. The first structure to 

be built was a porter’s guardroom, with two rooms built of 
limestone and clay mortar near the gate. This structure was 
extended in 1953 into a four-domed room, which is attached 
to a smaller room that continues as a strip of three addi-
tional modules acting as shaded spaces. The linearity of the 
building is emphasized through the introduction of a trellis 
partition that creates an exterior corridor, shielding the users 
from the playground on the rest of the land. About a meter 
away from the building is a small storage space.

Wissa Wassef experimented with the construction of 
this building, deviating from typical mud-brick structures. 
He built the foundations in stone, including the base of the 
walls up to one meter, and completed the rest of the build-
ing in mud brick. He tried to replicate this system in other 
structures such as Cérés’s house, but was unsuccessful. In this 
project he paired the builders from the Abu Alaa family with 
local builders so they could learn to work with mud brick.2 
Wissa Wassef involved the children, initiating them in the 
practice of mud-brick construction through observation. 
It was this team of builders, who learned from the family 
of Abu Alaa, who would go on to construct the rest of the 
buildings at the center.3

From 1955 this building was used as Wissa Wassef ’s 
personal pottery workshop and had a kiln built next to it. 
In 1961 it was expanded to include pottery activities for 
the children. It was further expanded (toward the south) 
in 1989 by Ikram Nosshi; this intervention included the 
conversion of the trellis partition into a claustra wall. His 
daughter Suzanne continued to teach and create pottery 
there until 2010.

The reception or madyafa of the rest house. On the wall are 
watercolors by Sophie Habib Georgi.
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The second building, which is located on the western side 
of the plot, is the rest house. It consists of a double-height 
domed room with stained-glass stucco panels by Wissa 
Wassef, used as a madyafa (reception room), which opens 
onto a larger room with a central column used as a tapes-
try workshop; the building also contained a clinic where 
the Harraniya children and villagers could seek treatment, 
and a restroom. It was in these tapestry workshops that the 
first generation of Harraniya children learned to weave. The 
building was expanded by Wissa Wassef to be used as a rest 
house during his and Sophie’s visits to the center, and as a 
weekend and holiday house.

From 1963 to 1964 Ramses and Sophie, along with their 
daughters Suzanne and Yoanna, moved into the house as a 
transition between living at the Giza family residence and 
the Wissa Wassef Aguza residence (described below), which 
Wissa Wassef jointly built in 1947 with his brother Oziris, 
who lived in it until the mid-1960s. In 1977 Sophie and 
Yoanna—along with Suzanne, Ikram, and their children—
moved back to the Harraniya house. In 1978 Badie Habib 
Georgi expanded the ‘first-generation’ weaving workshops to 
the west; this was followed in 1979–80 by the construction 
of additional floors to the house, which were used by Sophie 
on top of the ‘first-generation’ workshops. Sophie was joined 
by Yoanna and her family in 1981. 

The external courtyard of the rest house, which consists of 
the entrance and open staircase.
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OPPOSITE PAGE: 
Plan of the rest house (top left); 
sections of the rest house (top right, 
center right, bottom right); plan of 
the first structure built after its 1953 
extension, which would become 
Wissa Wassef’s personal pottery 
workshop in 1955 (bottom left).

Drawings of the first structure 
showing Wissa Wassef’s 1960s 
modification including the main 
elevation (top), section (bottom 
right), and plan (bottom left).
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SOLAR KILN

Date: 1955–56

Location: Ramses Wissa Wassef Art Center, Harraniya, Giza

Since the inception of the art center, Wissa Wassef had 
wanted children to explore their creativity through different 
mediums, and that included pottery. He built a solar kiln 
when he started experimenting with ceramics, including 
pottery and stoneware, in 1955, which he introduced to the 
Harraniya children in 1962–63. No drawings or images exist 
of this kiln, but the family remembers that an elevated solar 
collector/reflector in the form a plastered dish 3 meters in 
diameter was lined with mirrors that were focused toward 
the center of the ground level of the kiln. The solar kiln did 
not last long and was demolished sometime after. It was 
replaced with another experimental kiln powered by fuel oil.4

The kiln was used to fire porous pottery at 550–600°C, 
other ceramics with evaporated glazes at 600–1,000°C, and 

stoneware at 1,000–1,300°C, where the heat enables the clay 
particles to bind in a nonporous manner. The glazes were 
made by Wissa Wassef, using a heated stone on which their 
components were placed; water was poured over to crack the 
components, allowing them to be ground into a glaze. The heat 
of the kiln also determined which glazes were used, as some 
would evaporate while others did not. Achieving the turquoise 
glaze was the trickiest, as it would require good temperature 
control to prevent it from turning red, brown, or black. As 
a result of his research and experimentation with stoneware, 
Wissa Wassef created different clay mixes and clay glazes.

This kiln was important, not only for educational pur-
poses or the work produced by the center, but also for 
elements integrated into Wissa Wassef ’s architectural work—
for example, the turquoise hippopotamus and colored tiles in 
the courtyard of the rest house, or the candlesticks for the 
Dominican Fathers Priory.

The Architecture of Wassef 2.4.indd   38 3/16/20   12:57 PM



39RAMSES WISSA WASSEF ART CENTER

VILLAGE ART STUDIO AND 
GALLERY—PHASE 2

Date: 1962

Location: Ramses Wissa Wassef Art Center, Harraniya, Giza

Alternative names: Sophie Habib Georgi and Partners Carpet 

and Kilim Factory, Dar al-Fann

After the success of the first international exhibition of the 
weavers’ work in Basel, Switzerland, in 1958, Wissa Wassef 
expanded the art center with an extension consisting of a gal-
lery and two administration rooms around a courtyard that 
leads to nine new weaving rooms along the center’s iconic 
curved east–west corridor.

The orientation of this corridor allows for the prevailing 
wind to enter the workshops, which have brick claustra open-
ings. The gallery is lit via glass oculi inserted in the vaulting 
and some spotlights; this enables the preservation of the tap-
estry colors by eradicating direct sunlight. This building was 
built with rammed earth comprising dry clay mortar, using a 
mold of 60 × 30 × 30 centimeters.

With the creation of this extension, modifications were 
made to the buildings of the first phase. The four-domed 
room adjacent to the new weaving workshops was split in 
half to create an entrance for the looms, the rest to be used as 
storage with the addition of another room and the expansion 
of the original storage space. However, Wissa Wassef added 
extra weaving studios not long afterward, in 1965–66.

In 1968 Wissa Wassef built a cross-vaulted, two-room 
apartment above the administration offices. This apartment 
was used by a weaver who had previously lived in Shubra 
until her family passed away. Wissa Wassef invited her to 
come live at the center, as she was unable to live on her own.

The gallery was used as a canteen with a small kitchen 
until 1970–71, when Wissa Wassef expanded it to be used 
as a tapestry exhibition space and store. Badie Habib added 
three small domes on the western side of the tapestry exhibi-
tion space in 1978. 

Back of the workshops facing the pottery area and weaving 
workshops.
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Exterior of the gallery extension. Wissa Wassef salvaged an old 
door from a garbage dump in Historic Cairo and integrated it into 
the building.

Curved corridor on which weaving workshops are aligned.
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Extension to the workshops.
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