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The Architecture of Ramses Wissa Wassef.  By Ehsan Abushadi 
and Conchita Añorve-Tschirgi.  Cairo: AUC Press, 2021.  Vii 
+ 259 pp., 350+ color and b&w photographs, plans and sketch-
es.  ISBN 9789774169243.

The Architecture of 
Ramses Wissa Wassef 
presents the first com-
prehensive survey of 
the work of the Egyp-
tian architect and pro-
fessor of art and archi-
tecture Ramses Wissa 
Wassef (1911–1974).  
Covering Wissa Was-
sef’s four-decade-long 

career, the book presents both built and unbuilt works, show-
casing the breadth of his practice, which included churches, 
schools, museums, private villas and rural houses, and public 
buildings.  Categorized by type, descriptions of some seventy 
projects are supported by hundreds of archival drawings, 
sketches and photographs — the majority of which have nev-
er been published previously — and by recent photographs by 
architectural photographer Nour el Refai.

The book begins with an introduction detailing the 
architect’s personal life.  From a young age, Wissa Wassef’s 
family cultivated in him both an interest in the arts — par-
ticularly sculpture — and a deep sense of pride in his country 
and culture.  In his later work that respect translated into a 
lifelong search for an “authentic Egyptian architecture” that 
might respond directly to local, social and economic needs, 
and it also led to his experimentation with local materials 
and craft techniques (p.3).  Wissa Wassef’s love for sculpture 
equally informed his design process.  Thus, an ability to hone 
innate forms of knowledge and creativity came to inflect his 
architectural work as well as his artistic collaborations and 
pedagogical methodologies.  While teaching at the Coptic 
Studies Institute in 1945, Wissa Wassef met the artist and 
pedagogue Habib Georgi, who would become a close collabo-
rator and later his father-in-law.  The pair shared the same 
principles surrounding what they saw as children’s innate 
creative abilities, and they worked to nurture that capacity 
through sculpture and weaving.

Wissa Wassef’s personal relationships and experiments 
with weaving and sculpture serve as a point of departure for 
the rest of the book which presents a survey of his profes-
sional work.  The first section here  begins with his most 
notable project, the Ramses Wissa Wassef Art Center (RW-
WAC), created in conjunction with his wife, Sophie Habib 
Georgi.  Starting in 1952, this project grew incrementally over 
the next two decades, providing the genesis for a number of 
Wissa Wassef’s ideas surrounding locally responsive architec-
ture and demonstrating his experiments with traditional con-
struction methods, particularly mud brick.  The RWWAC’s 

program also provided a venue for Wissa Wassef’s pedagogi-
cal models — implemented through the weaving of tapestries 
(which the center is most recognized for) — and identified 
him as a protector of the arts in Egypt (p.102).  This role was 
manifest in myriad ways throughout his projects, particularly 
his designs for some of the country’s most formidable artists.  
These included the Mahmoud Mokhtar Museum (1960) dedi-
cated to the renowned sculptor and pioneer of modern Egyp-
tian art, a residence commissioned by the sculptor Adam He-
nein in 1968, and the residence and studio of ceramics artist 
Mohie al-Din Hussein in Harraniya that same year.

Wissa Wassef’s contributions were likewise palpable 
in the design and preservation of contemporary churches 
in Egypt.  For example, he was responsible for the design 
of the St. George and St. Abram Church in Heliopolis and 
the Church of the Virgin Mary in Zamalek (1957), an icon of 
contemporary sacred space in Egypt.  He also authored a pro-
posal to the General Congregation Council to establish guide-
lines for contemporary Coptic church design.  Yet despite his 
desire to establish a committee to promote general design 
principles, he also valued the ability of design to respond di-
rectly to context.  This was most evident in his use of recycled 
material for the stained-glass windows of the Church in Za-
malek at a time, under President Gamal Abd el Nasser, when 
imports were limited.

Although the authors are clear that they are not provid-
ing an in-depth description of the broader socio-cultural and 
historical context which informed these projects, the informa-
tion they do provide offers the critical depth needed to under-
stand Wissa Wassef’s work in relation to rapid developments 
in Egypt’s architecture and policies.  The book thus discusses 
an important commission he received for the interior design 
and design of colored glass panels of the Grand Reception 
Hall at the Cairo Governorate Headquarters (1961) in col-
laboration with Shafiq Ahmed Hosni, Kamal al-Kafrawi, and 
Ahmed Bishindi, members of the Faculty of Fine Arts in Cai-
ro.  The building itself, a landmark in Cairo’s historical and 
physical landscape, was designed by the Egyptian modernist 
architect Mahmoud Riad and built between 1958 and 1959.  
Other projects described include his design for the pierced 
stucco-and-glass shallow-domed lounge ceiling at the Pales-
tine Hotel (1964) in Alexandria, built to host the attendees 
of the Arab Summit that year.  Such commissions dismantle 
the notion that Wissa Wassef’s work stood in contrast to the 
modern architecture of his contemporaries and highlight his 
contributions within a broader socio-political context.

This comprehensive survey of Ramses Wissa Wassef’s 
projects also showcases his extensive contributions not only 
to architecture but also to art and pedagogy — disciplines 
whose boundaries were diluted and interchanged through 
his personal and professional collaborations.  And it serves 
as a broader call to document and preserve the work of ar-
chitects, artists and scholars from Egypt who have long been 
excluded from contemporary discourse.  Such exclusions 
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have certainly played a role when it comes to the preservation 
of architectural work — perhaps the clearest indicator being 
that more than half of Wissa Wassef’s projects no longer exist.  
Over the past few years, however, formidable initiatives have 
emerged to document and preserve the work of important 
Egyptian architects.  This may be seen most recently with 
publications like James Steele’s Abdelhalim Ibrahim Abdel-
halim: An Architecture of Collective Memory (AUC Press, 2019), 
the first comprehensive study of the work and career of the 
late architect; and Mohamed Elshahed’s Cairo since 1900: An 
Architectural Guide (AUC Press, 2020), a survey of modern 
architecture in Cairo over the past century.  The Architecture 
of Ramses Wissa Wassef will follow within this body of work 
and provide a foundational text both for general readers and 
students, architects and scholars within the extended and 
intersecting fields of art and architecture.

Dina Taha
Al Mawrid Arab Center for the Study of Art, New York Univer-
sity Abu Dhabi

Working Cities: Architecture, Place and Production.  By Howard 
Davis.  London and New York: Routledge, 2020.  280 pp., 139 
color and 44 b&w illus.  ISBN 9781138328662.

The nineteenth-century 
industrial revolution 
brought radical changes 
to both space and produc-
tion.  Cities were made and 
remade in sweeping ways, 
as mechanized industries, 
their associated activities, 
and the new mass of em-
ployees conglomerated in 
urban space.  Former vil-
lages and cities were wholly 
transformed through the 
new scales, configurations, 

and architectural typologies of factories, workshops, and 
worker housing.

However, since the middle of the twentieth century, cities 
have been increasingly hollowed out as sites of industrial pro-
duction.  Factory production has shifted geographically to be-
come increasingly consolidated in Mexican maquiladoras, Chi-
nese factory towns, and massive garment production networks 
in Bangladesh.  Meanwhile, the financial sector has come 
to dominate economic activity in cities, particularly across 
the United States, Western Europe, and East Asia.  Richard 
Florida succeeded (perhaps more than he expected or desired) 
in convincing U.S. cities to embrace this loss of industry and 
turn to the “creative class,” whose presence has now gentrified 
former industrial sites and worker neighborhoods.  All this 
has led to cities in the twenty-first century that are diminished 
spaces of production.  As the union boss Frank Sobotka la-
ments in season two of the acclaimed HBO drama The Wire, 

“We used to make shit in this country, build shit.”
Howard Davis takes on exactly this loss of production — 

the “making of things” as a primary activity that spatially and 
socially structures cities — in his latest book Working Cities: 
Architecture, Place and Production.  Working Cities is a spatial, 
historical analysis of urban industrial production and a ral-
lying cry for the return of production to cities.  And while 
the loss of industrial production in cities is not a new topic 
for scholars in the social sciences, Davis’s book offers a novel 
perspective by examining the topic through the analytical 
lens of the built environment.

Working Cities focuses on three topics: the historic built 
form that industries took in cities; the spatial needs of con-
temporary iterations of industrial production; and the impor-
tance of centralizing production in cities and in relation to 
domestic life.  The book’s structure shifts between historical 
analysis and proposing how urban policies and design can 
encourage the return of production to cities.  Davis examines 
historic production spaces such as workshops and industrial 




