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CURATORIAL INTRODUCTION

GRAFTING AL ASMAKH

by Reem Al Muraikhi and Isabella Rossen

This publication emerges from a
week-long experimental lab hosted

by Liwan Design Studios and Labs,
which is situated within the historic
neighbourhood of Al Asmakh.
Experimental lab: Grafting Al Asmakh is
an opportunity to rethink how heritage
districts in rapidly transforming

cities might be approached beyond
restoration, replication or erasure.

Experimental Labs invited five

regional practices—from Oman, Iran,
Saudi Arabia and Pakistan—working
across contexts shaped by constraint,
resilience, and rapid urbanisation,

to reimagine future scenarios for Al
Asmakh. The urban design workshop
explored the layers of occupation and
transformation of Al Asmakh. Through
walking tours, expert lectures, mapping
exercises, and collective discussions,
participants engaged with Qatar’s
urban, cultural and natural landscapes,
using thematic lenses such as adaptive
re-use, architectural grafting, urban
informality, and cultural frequencies.
These were not rigid categories but
entry points into a shared investi-
gation of memory, spatial agency,

and the politics of redevelopment.

The aim of this publication is threefold.
First, it records the intellectual
exchanges, site observations, and design
experiments developed during the
workshop. Second, it positions these
explorations within a broader theoretical
framework that challenges dominant,
market-led models of urban redevelop-

ment in Doha. Third, it offers speculative
yet grounded proposals for Al Asmakh,
interventions that are socially inclusive,
climate-responsive, context-sensitive,
and open to incremental transformation.

This publication explores a central
argument: that Al Asmakh’s perceived
emptiness is not a void, but a condition
of potential. Its history is materially
fragmented and socially displaced,

yet traces persist in typologies, in
courtyard ratios and in alleyways.
Rather than treating the neighbourhood
as a static heritage artefact or as a
tabula rasa for investment, we propose
understanding it as an assemblage

of elements and characteristics

that can be carefully revived.

The analogy of ‘grafting’ becomes
critical here. Borrowed from horticul-
ture and articulated architecturally

by practitioners such as Jeanne Gang,
grafting suggests attachment rather than
replacement. It implies that new growth
depends on an existing rootstock. It is

a methodological and ethical stance:

to preserve excess, ambiguity, and
imperfection; to assemble rather than
demolish; to encode vacant spaces

with new cultural and social meaning
while remaining true to inherited
structures. Grafting is the addition of
new programmes to old buildings. The
method resists the closed identity of
the building as an object and instead
foregrounds space, memory, and lived
practice. Aiming to apply architectural
grafting to Al Asmakh, presents a



challenge: its social fabric was interrupt-
ed before such layered continuity could
occur. Traces of its past have been
erased, to present a polished and clean
replica of its historic architecture.

Al Asmakh itself occupies a paradoxical
position within Doha’s urban fabric.
Centrally located across from the
carefully curated development of
Msheireb Downtown Doha and adjacent
to a growing creative community, it is
nonetheless largely depopulated and
detached from everyday urban life.

Once a dense residential quarter of
courtyard houses influenced by Najdi
and South Asian architectural traditions,
it later became home to migrant
communities who adapted its in-between
spaces for social life. Today, following
depopulation and restoration, it stands
as a heritage district in suspension—
materially and socially muted.

To graft Al Asmakh is therefore to ask:
how can heritage districts be activated
without over-curation? How can redevel-
opment avoid sanitised gentrification?
How can intergenerational memory,
informal practice, and climate-sensitive
typologies inform future interventions?

This publication does not offer a
singular masterplan. Instead, it
presents provocations: layered
reflections, design propositions and
critical essays that argue for minor,
incremental, and collectively shaped

transformations. In doing so, it positions
Al Asmakh not as a relic of the past

nor as a commodity of the future,

but as a living terrain for eco-social
imaginaries of resilience and renewal.

Site visit at Al Asmakh 1 1 ol Jl dgilage 843
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ENTRY ONE

AL ASMAKH AS TEMPORAL
COMMONS: TOWARD AN
ELASTIC URBANISM

Raza Ali Dada

Nayyar Ali Dada and Associates

Lahore, Pakistan

State-led heritage reconstruction
accompanied by social displacement
has recurred across the region—from
Istanbul’s Sulukule to Tehran’s
Behjatabad and Isfahan’s historic
centre.! Al Asmakh sits within this
trajectory. Following government
acquisition and reconstruction, the
district has been materially recreated
yet socially discontinuous. The migrant
communities who once walked its
courtyards and added their mark to its
structures have departed. What remains
is architecturally reset but waiting

for new experiences and character.

This study does not revisit displacement;
the scale and central location of Al
Asmakh make residential repatriation
unlikely. Instead, it explores whether
cultural continuity can be addressed
through other means. If permanent
residence cannot be restored, might
occupation be reconceived as rhythmic
rather than fixed? Al Asmakh could
operate through elastic urbanism: a
structured alternation of intensity and
retreat held in balance by programming
and governance frameworks. Winter
high tide would bring international
visitors and cultural events; summer
low tide would reveal a localised
footprint of community-centred use.

In this model, ‘emptiness’ becomes
spatial capacity rather than absence.

Such an approach is particularly relevant
to Gulf cities. Doha already functions
cyclically—a bustling winter followed by
a quiet summer—yet urban development
typically seeks constant activation. Can
this form of urbanism treat seasonality
as an organising principle? Can tempo-
rariness become a strategy? Can the
district’s capacity to absorb fluctuation
itself constitute a design achievement?

Winter activation could create openings
for displaced or adjacent communities
without presuming permanent return.
Seasonal markets, workshops, supper
clubs and oral history walks allow
former residents to participate as
cultural agents, grafting programmatic
and economic opportunity onto the
restored fabric. During summer contrac-
tion, courtyards and terraces shift
toward lower-intensity uses: children’s
programmes, evening gatherings,
skill-sharing sessions. The alternating
rhythm distributes access across time,
mitigating over-commercialisation.

Crucially, interventions should remain
incremental and reversible. Early
phases would prioritise temporary
installations and pilot programming
cycles. Each season functions as a
feedback loop: which spaces attract
sustained occupation? How do
different publics navigate the district?



Speculative Thresholds—woven circulation and
informal appropriation open up infinite configurations
and programmes

Reversibility reduces financial and
political risk while allowing adaptation.
In policy terms, this establishes a
learning-based model of urban gover-
nance rather than a fixed masterplan.

A Typology of Woven Circulation.
Spatially, Al Asmakh’s greatest
opportunity lies in reimagining how
one traverses the district. Its fine-grain
morphology allows movement to
become continuous weave through
shifting thresholds: from street to
courtyard, from alley to semi-private
passage, from ground plane to rooftop
terrace. Rather than fixed public-private
hierarchies, the district can support
interplay of enclosure and exposure.

- 4@yl olasll - slasiad] dglie delsl alludl
6T ety gl plassiuadly &SLiall aSyodl chluso
sexi ¥ wilbgg wiluiyl

G

A visitor might enter via a pedestrian
street, encounter a courtyard opening,
pass through a shaded threshold,
ascend external stairs to a rooftop
terrace, cross to an adjacent building,
and descend again. Can such dynamic
spatial experience provide new ways

of dispersing activity across levels?
Perhaps during winter high tide,
street-level markets coexist with rooftop
cafés; during summer low tide, terraces
become informal play areas or evening
gathering points. The vertical-horizontal
weave may prevent crowd concentration
while offering thermal comfort options.

* For regional displacement patterns, see: Bahar Sakizlioglu (2014), Inserting Temporality into the
Analysis of Displacement’, Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie, 105(2), pp. 206-220; Ali
Madanipour (2008), 'Urban Planning and Development in Tehran', Cities, 23(6), pp. 433-438; Hossein
Bahrainy and Behnaz Aminzadeh (2007), ‘Safeguarding Cultural Heritage of Traditional Quartersin
Historic Iranian Cities', Habitat International, 31(2), pp. 269-276.
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Al Asmakh’s low height—predominantly
one to two storeys—makes this
three-dimensional circulation feasible
without intrusive construction, turning
roofscapes into accessible civic planes.
The innovation lies not in spectacle

but in expanding the pedestrian

field into a layered public network.

This spatial mechanism supports

the temporal model: multiple paths
accommodate multiple public/s across
time. Importantly, this approach
amplifies rather than erases inherited
character. Threshold spaces—where
lanes widen or walls recede—serve as
sites for appropriation: tea gatherings,
vendor stalls, informal play. This
circulation model provides a framework
for incremental and flexible social

use rather than rigid programming.

Landscape as Climatic Infrastructure.
Within this woven system, landscape
operates as ecological and cultural
infrastructure. In a climate where
summer temperatures constrain

public life, shaded canopy coverage
and ecologically relevant plantations
are essentials of thermal governance.
Tree-lined courtyards create microcli-
matic nodes along circulation paths;
water elements function as acoustic
landmarks. Small edible gardens could
engage publics while connecting to food
traditions once present in the district.

Horticultural elements accumulate
gradually: a fig tree marking

an entrance, a herb garden ata
rooftop terrace, a grove framing
athreshold. Over time, landscape
becomes navigational structure and
maturing archive simultaneously. A
significant unbuilt area of Al Asmakh
is ripe for such opportunities.

Governance and Shared Stewardship.
The rhythmic model requires calibrated
governance. A stewardship framework
involving municipal authorities, cultural
institutions, and former resident repre-
sentatives could oversee programming
cycles. Winter revenues might subsidise
community participation; seasonal
permits for commercial operators may
expire and require renewal, preventing
permanent space appropriation. Gover-
nance structures rhythm and re-use
rather than enforcing permanence.

Conclusion

Al Asmakh cannot reverse its displace-
ment. Yet its current condition offers

the opportunity to test alternative

urban models. By embracing cyclical
rhythms, incremental implementation,
layered circulation and climatic
infrastructure, the district can function
as temporal commons—spatially

stable yet programmatically dynamic.
Rotating installations and seasonal
programming ensure that while the
architectural framework endures, its
experiential character continually shifts.
Familiarity gives way to rediscovery;
repetition yields variation. In this
model, temporariness is not instability
but ambitious adaptation to climate,
demography, and cultural cycles. For
Gulf cities shaped by cyclical intensity,
such an approach suggests that presence
without permanence may constitute
alegitimate and resilient civic experi-
ment—one that other heritage districts
facing similar displacement might adapt
to their own seasonal, demographic,

or programmatic rhythms.



The Temporal Commons—Al Asmakh’s low-rise ezl zuidl gy - plasiwd] dglio delsl dxludl
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ENTRY TWO

A MANIFESTO FOR
HIDDEN HERITAGE

Marwan Al Balushi and Abdulrahim Alkendi
Altgadum

Muscat, Oman

Al Asmakh Community Foundation Collage oyl émci!l danwdo z¥oS



A Beautiful Place Can Still Be Empty.
Altqadum’s engagement with the
experimental lab began with a simple
realization: a neighbourhood can be
newly built, visually coherent, and
historically referential, yet feel entirely
lifeless. Our first encounter with

Al Asmakh revealed narrow alleys,
carefully reconstructed facades, and a
faithful image of the past. What it did
not reveal was life. This absence is not
accidental. It is the result of treating
heritage as an object to be restored
rather than a condition to be lived.

When Heritage Becomes an Image.
Across the Gulf, historic neighbourhoods
are often demolished and rebuilt in the
name of preservation. The physical form
returns, but the social memory does not.
In this process, heritage is flattened into
appearance: controlled and detached
from everyday life. A space that once
held stories, rituals and relationships
becomes a backdrop. We preserve

walls, but we erase lived continuity.

This Is a Regional Pattern. Al Asmakh is
not an isolated case. It reflects a broader
GCC condition shaped by rapid urban-
isation, globalisation, and the abrupt
shift brought by oil wealth. Historic
districts are frequently addressed only
after they have been emptied of their
communities. They are reintroduced
into the city as destinations rather

than neighbourhoods, as products
rather than living systems. The result

is familiar: places that are admired,
photographed and visited, but rarely
inhabited in any meaningful way.

The Question We Must Ask. The
challenge is no longer how to rebuild
historic environments, but how to
reinsert them into contemporary life
without stripping them of identity.
How do we allow these places to
evolve rather than fossilise? And
more importantly, who should be
entrusted with that responsibility?

Emotional Ownership as Infrastruture.

Our position is clear: places regain

life only when people have emotional
ownership over them. Not symbolic
ownership, not contractual control,

but lived responsibility. Emotional
ownership is what turns a building into
ahome, an alley into a gathering space,
and a neighbourhood into a shared
memory. Without it, no amount of archi-
tectural care can generate belonging.

A Community-led Model. We propose
the establishment of a communi-
ty-led entity (adal dwwwss), operated by
families who once lived in Al Asmakh
and supported through strategic
institutional partnerships, such as
Liwan Design Studios and Labs. This
entity would not manage the neigh-
bourhood as real estate, but steward
it as a cultural continuum. Its role
would be to translate memory into
present-day programmes, commer-
cial, cultural and social, that emerge
directly from the site’s lived history.
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Let the Houses Remember. Each house
holds a story. A home once known for
food can become a small kitchen or
café using recipes passed down through
generations. A poet’s house can evolve
into a cultural or educational space.
These are not themed attractions; they
are extensions of lived narratives.
Through research from oral and
written histories, the neighbourhood’s
future programmes is authored by
those who once shaped its past.

Against Imported Identity. This
model stands in contrast to devel-
oper-led heritage districts, where
identity is curated and consump-
tion-driven. Community stewardship
creates accountability, pride and
long-term care. It allows culture to
continue rather than be performed.
Similar community-run initiatives
elsewhere in the region demonstrate
that when families, youth and children
are involved, heritage stops being
nostalgic and starts being productive.

Public Space as a Right. Revival is
incomplete without public space that
does not demand participation through
spending. Shaded alleys, seating areas,
children’s play zones, and informal
gathering spaces restore daily rhythms.
Accessible rooftops can become

shared civic platforms, offering relief
and openness within dense urban
contexts. These spaces do not announce
themselves; they simply invite use.

Modest Interventions, Lasting Impact.
Trees, shade, walkability and pedes-
trian connections are not decorative
gestures. They are social infrastructure.
By reconnecting the neighbourhood

to its surroundings through walkable
links, Al Asmakh can become a lived
place rather than an isolated enclave.

A Call for a Different Kind of Success.
If successful, this model offers more
than activation, it offers continuity.

Its success should be measured not

by footfall alone, but by intergenera-
tional involvement, local employment,
and the production of culture from
within. Architecture sets the stage,
but people write the script.

Toward Living Heritage. Heritage does
not need to be revived if it is allowed to
continue. This manifesto calls on policy-
makers, cultural institutions, designers,
and developers across the GCC to rethink
how historic neighbourhoods are
approached, not as assets to be managed,
but as communities to be entrusted.
When emotional ownership is restored,
places do not merely survive, they live.
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ENTRY THREE

WHAT WOULD MAKE AN
ECOLOGIST FEEL JOY?

Fereshteh Assadzadeh and Mohamadreza Ghodousi

ZAV Architects

Tehran, Iran

One day of the workshop was spent
with Dr Aspa D. Chatziefthimiou,
an ecologist. Throughout the day she
returned to a single question: What
would make an ecologist feel joy?

In the afternoon she led us beyond the
designated promenades of Al Bidda
Park to a wild-grown corner where
introduced vegetation had slipped its
manicured order. In the absence of
constant maintenance, another order
had emerged: autonomous, entangled,
slightly unruly. It was there, behind
the controlled landscape, that she
suggested we might find an answer.

That moment reframed my reading
of Doha.

Doha: A Sequence of Carefully
Framed Scenes. At first glance,

Doha presents itself as seamless. In
Mshereib, restored and new buildings
are sutured into a coherent urban
image. Vernacular fragments are
folded into a walkable, landscaped
district that avoids overt spectacle. Yet
friction is quietly removed. Escalators
eliminate physical resistance. Retail
and hospitality establish subtle

social thresholds. Museums deliver
complete narratives of heritage and
nationhood. Urban scenes carefully
staged for legibility: everything appears
calibrated to be seen, interpreted

and consumed in a prescribed way.
This Doha performs a story: modern

progress aligned with an intentional
national identity. Such performance
requires constant technical and
managerial calibration. Even the
tram circulating the district begins
to feel less like infrastructure

and more like a reassuring image

of public transportation.

During the workshop we moved
from one iconic enclave to another,
each staging a specific narrative.
The city revealed itself as a sequence
of carefully framed scenes.

One evening, walking beyond these
curated districts, the seamless image
dissolved. I chose to walk from the
hotel towards the city centre. The
forty-minute walk grew increasingly
heavy and became less permeable.
There was little of the spontaneity

one associates with urban life. I

passed through neighbourhoods

largely occupied by groups of men
gathered in subdued clusters after long
workweeks. Crossing vast arterial roads
was difficult yet unavoidable. Large
building objects—whether fully realised
or left suspended in an unfinished
state—emerge as homogeneous masses:
bulk without character or life.

If the polished Doha is a curated
representation, this other condition
serves as its operational counterpart:
it sustains the performance while
remaining excluded from it.



Al Asmakh: Tension Between
Mainstage and Backstage. The
aforementioned observations formed a
diagnostic lens for reading Al Asmakh.

Its historic fabric typically belonged to
the ‘backstage’. It is spatially inefficient
for contemporary densities; its streets
cannot accommodate modern traffic;
its infrastructure is outdated. Yet

it also contains sedimented forms

of collective life, spatial traces that
sustain historical and lived continuity.

Preservation can become procedural.
Heritage protection risks being reduced
to compliance; a checklist of formal
gestures: technical requirements and
safety standards. In Al Asmakh, past
tectonics are reconstructed at the
level of appearance, while contempo-
rary systems are concealed behind
them. What emerges is not adaptive
continuity, but an aesthetic veneer. As
aresult, space is rendered safe from
unpredictability as the friction and
imperfection that once animated the
neighborhood had been removed.

Bottom-up Observation, Before
Bottom-up Intervention. In Al Asmakh,
still partly a construction site, we
encountered an empty plot left by the
demolition of a concrete structure
incompatible with the historic image.
The ground remained unfinished. No
standardised paving had yet covered it.

Wild plants punctured the sandy surface.

Soil stores memory in the form of seeds.
A brief rain is enough to germinate
them. The incompleteness of the site had
allowed a different possibility to surface:
life emerging without authorisation.

If these self-seeded plants were
understood as cultural practices
embedded in society, what forms
might grow from them under minimal
maintenance or governance? What
latent capacities are present and can
foster developments—before a context
is fully paved over, and a masterplan
and a programme imposed?

A one-week encounter is insufficient
to identify such seeds. Yet it can
indicate a methodological shift: we
propose bottom-up observation before
intervention; close reading of the
site before designing; interventions
that are historically grounded and
derived from sociological research
into existing practices. This may
reveal forms of agency that are

both rooted and emergent.

We can state that in contemporary
urban development in Qatar, economic
optimisation and global positioning
are prioritized. The fast-paced
development risks displacing seeds
already present in the soil—the existing
urban practices that could bloom.

We propose to learn from ecology: not
sealing the ground and cutting off life,
but creating conditions where existing
seeds can coexist with new growth. Not
removing ‘the backstage’, but allowing
for a space to exist where there is overlap
or interaction between the existing
fabric and new developments: allowing
for tension, exchange and incremental
transformations to take place that

are socially inclusive, ecologically
aware and culturally sensitive.
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ENTRY FOUR

AN ANTIFRAGILE
NEIGHBOURHOOD. HOW
AUTHENTICITY RETURNS
THROUGH URBAN COHESION

Moez Chatmen
MATERIA

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

What happens when a place loses its
everyday authenticity? Not through
a single rupture, but through policy
decisions, district branding, redevel-
opment cycles that gradually replace
lived fabric with a curated image.

Al Asmakh has experienced successive
transitions: from a district with Qatari
residential life to a dense expatriate
neighbourhood, to an empty site under
the prospect of heritage designation.
Each transition reorganised the
sociocultural fabric of the area. Traces
that remain are spatial patterns:
thresholds, courtyard typologies that
still carry the potential to be reactivated.
Authenticity here is not an aesthetic
quality, it is produced through everyday
practices and social patterns.

During the Experimental Lab at Liwan,
we returned repeatedly to the idea

that belonging does not emerge from
perfected forms. It emerges from
enabling conditions: permeability,
familiarity, informality and the everyday
friction that allows for spatial agency. If
authenticity is to return, it will not come
from copying the past, it will come from
rebuilding the right of appropriation

and letting informal life re-emerge.
This is where I introduce the lens of
antifragility, borrowing from Nassim
Nicholas Taleb’s concept in Antifragilel.
Unlike resistance, which attempts to
freeze a condition, or resilience, which
aims merely to endure, antifragility
describes systems that gain from
volatility, and change, socially and
spatially, without losing its nature. Applied
to urban space, it suggests designing
districts that are capable of adapting
to an ever changing environment.

The key condition here is cohesion.

Al Asmakh must reconnect to the

wider city while rediscovering its own
renewed identity. This requires stitching
together a divided urban and social
fabric, easing pedestrian continuity,
creating porous thresholds, designing
for ecological corridors and enabling
programmatic synergies. It also requires
resisting over-control. Informal and
bottom-up activations should not

be treated as temporary exceptions

but supported through governance

as part of a long-term strategy.

1 See Nassim Nicholas Taleb's book, Antifragile: Things That Gain from Disorder (Random House, 2012),

applied here to urban and social properties.



Photo-collage - A glimpse of Al Asmakh neighbourdhood
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Aerial Photo of Msheireb il &g g0

1974 woptel 532 fhie Aer € Mshelreb, 1974

Many places today are shaped by district
visions. The issue is not the vision itself;
it is what happens when visions become
islands - isolated enclaves. These districts
can be internally coherent yet externally
disconnected, predictable rather than
surprising; scripted rather than lived.

Al Asmakh 1 can operate as a counter-space
to the established surrounding areas of
Mshereib and future development in

Al Asmakh 2 and 3: a green and creative
hinge that challenges market-led models

of redevelopment through a more organic
approach that allows for informal markets,
appropriated sidewalks and self-built
interventions.



Al Asmakh and Msheireb Urban
Morphology Evolution.

Qndreg FaoM dilyantl dyS U yobs

Al Asmakh and Msheireb: highlighting
the neighborhood’s old urban fabric up
to 2006.
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Demolition and redevelopment phase:
construction of the new Msheireb
District and metro station (2006 - 2020),
followed by Al Asmakh 1 North-side
demolitions (2020-2023).
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43 pua Jlach 4il3 ((2020-2006) g 5iall dnxag
1(2023-2020) "1 gao¥" o ddlaill

The current map of Msheireb and

Al Asmakh: highlighting preserved
buildings and the remaining historic
urban fabric. Much of it has been signifi-
cantly transformed over the years.

Slall 1] seuadly 0pudiad Sl ool
Sl Gl a3 il g0 (A5 Log dgaall
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Bird's-eye massing - AlAsmakh 1,2 & 3
with Msheireb District as one system

The strategy is phased, because
authenticity is rebuilt through time.
The approach is to focus first on what
must be preserved, the anchor points
and identity markers, such as the open
spaces, old cemetery, the mosques, open
ground, heritage assets and pedestrian
paths. While reading the existing fabric
through a gradient of adaptability: what
can remain, what can evolve, and what
will most likely change.

Following this, a phased action plan

can be implemented: start with light,
reversible interventions that allow
experimentation and re-appropriation.
Afterwards, we can experiment with
temporary activations, and learn what
works well, before committing to
long-term interventions. This approach
replaces the approach to implementing a
top-down masterplan.

Phase 1 activates existing buildings,
rooftops, courtyards, and edges through
reversible uses, programming that
leaves room for appropriation, light
fit-outs, shared rooms, with simple
public amenities, not as decoration,

but to test, learn, and rebuild presence
without scripting the district. To create
wonder and surprise.

1 ool @blis - Sl zied Sl e ol 8y
axlg alhiS Cipndieg 39 29

*

Phase 2 builds on what works, with
targeted public realm upgrades:
reopening thresholds, stitching
passages, improving walkability and
comfort with shade and micro-climates,
and forming a green spine through
interconnected vegetation where
suitable. The aim is clear and positive:
comfort, choice and discovery, so Al
Asmakh 1 can feel like a neighbourhood,
not a display.

The key approach is to treat Al Asmakh 1
as aliving ecosystem with anchor points,
elements most likely to resist time: key
routes, the plaza, the mosque, the old
cemetery area, courtyards, heritage
houses, and identity markers such as
Liwan Design Studios and Labs. If we
protect and strengthen these anchor
points, the remaining fabric stays
adaptable and open to organic
development.

‘Grafting’ means embedding, not adding.
A threshold becomes a sitting edge, a
courtyard opens as a shared civic space,
arooftop introduces a second public
layer, or a shaded passage reconnects
the district to the city. The connection
point between the existing fabric and
proposed additions should remain



hub, a space where critical exchange,
experimentation, and collective thinking
can take place across geographies and

Our methodology begins with a memory disciplines.
map, to prioritise porosity above a
polished surface, to treat courtyards
and rooftops as common spaces, and

to measure success by re-occupation
and everyday use. This is not a romantic
approach, it is a human centered
strategy that reduces irreversible
decisions and builds long-term value
through small, connected incremental
processes.

readable, because authenticity depends
on honesty, not false uniformity.

Documenting this process and
publishing this work is not an
afterthought. It extends the laboratory
into the public realm, contributing to the
discourse on alternative urban redevel-
opment models. Many neighbourhoods
face the pressure of top-down
development, while holding potential for
a more human-centered design in which
authenticity, and a sense of place, are
As a closing reflection, the Experimental prioritised.

Lab: Grafting Al Asmakh confirmed
Liwan’s role as a catalyst and creative

Restaurant
ey Grafted porch with a

new fagade pattern

Potential Future

Cluster Extensions,

New Shaded
Gathering area

Open-Air Cinema,

Park with Picnic area.

Future Potental

temporary
Volume Additions
on the New Assets.

Green Spine.
|Al Asmakh 3

F&B with added
Shadel devioes =Y Rooftop Activations &
g‘h Brigde connections
[
Live Music, Events & i. \
i\

Weekly Souq Activation

L7
e

\

Gity Living Room &
Pocket Garden

Urban Orchard and
Community Garden

b
 C

Bird's-eye sketch - The future development and il johill 7oy gole sohin (1o Ghuhs oy
grafting potential in Al Asmakh W‘SI @ 2ol olilalg
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ENTRY FIVE

SHIFTING AUTHORSHIP:
FROM SPECTACLE
TO ECOSYSTEM

Abdulrahman and Turki Gazzaz

Bricklab
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia

During our week-long workshop, we
investigated Al Asmakh: a historic
district recently restored to perfection,

a manicured reconstruction of a
once-thriving neighbourhood. Yet,
achieving restoration at that scale
required a pragmatic decision: the
removal of everyday life to ensure safety
and control during redevelopment.

This sequence, ‘stop, restore, reinvig-
orate’, is increasingly visible across
cities such as Cairo, Beirut, Jeddah,
Riyadh, Dubai and emerging cities
like Neom. While often well-inten-
tioned, this model risks suspending
everyday life for extended periods,
producing districts that are physically
complete yet socially paused—a
growing symptom in the Middle East.

Places we remember as having
‘character’ or ‘soul’ are rarely perfect.
Their texture comes from layering:
of uses, people, reconfigurations and
adaptations done to suit a need of
sorts. People fill spaces and places
with life in ways that we architects
and planners can never plan for or

All photos are courtesy of Bricklab, 2016.

even foresee. Each nook and cranny
is occupied by the community to
serve a purpose that responds to their
everyday practices. Once handed
over, communities customise areas
beyond the architect’s control.

Through reflection and observation,
we encountered Al Asmakh as a canvas
that had been repainted, devoid of
people and civic life. The questions

we asked were: should we continue

to add, design, and prescribe how Al
Asmakh is redeveloped? Or should we
focus on enabling conditions that allow
civic life to re-emerge? We believe

it’s a task best left to the community,

to take their right to the city and
breathe new life into its streets.

As visiting designers, devising a

total solution is neither realistic nor
favorable. Instead, we propose a simple
strategic tool: programming through
anchor points. We drew inspiration
from our visit to Doha in 2016; at that
time, the city felt transitional and visibly
layered. We asked ourselves what tool
could unearth the beauty that communi-

2016 (Bricklab o o3l seall i



ties bring to Doha’s neighbourhoods.
By introducing catalytic uses, secondary
ecosystems tend to follow organically.
A hotel will attract cafes, restaurants,
and galleries. Schools will need

parks and cafeterias for kids to play
and gather; long-term rentals will
need laundromats, handymen, and
supermarkets; a gallery will need art
supply stores and studio spaces. These
strategic anchors create gravitational
pulls that invite life into Al Asmakh.

Inserted gradually, these points can
nurture the district through slowness
rather than spectacle. The objective

is not to choreograph outcomes,

but to establish the conditions for
appropriation. In that process,
authorship shifts: the neighbourhood
is no longer fully designed, it is shaped
over time by those who inhabit it.

Resident of house number (17 pd; Jjill LiSlo asi
17, Abu Wadas Street, cdsgall «oldg o gl
Doha, 2016 2016.
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materials residents Ol lgoasiwy LI Bakr Street, Doha, 2016. " 2016 ‘a;gdl e
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Amakeshift
mosqueinan
unoccupied plaza
thatis actively used,
Abdul Hameed Al
Katib Street, Doha,
2016.
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Ground floor
entrance of ahouse,
Ziyad Bin Eyad
Street, Doha, 2016.
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2016

Traces and
belongings of
residentsinan
alleyway, Anas Bin
Malik Street, Doha,
2016.

- lizda
BN a8 oKl
el ol ol gL
2016 (dgal




Arestored plazain
Fareej Al Asmakh,
2026.

2026 (pacdl

A ground-floor
facade of a newly
restored building in
Fareej Al Asmakh,
2026.
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pae Gl 9oyl @ilb
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Arestored alleyway
leading to a plazain
Fareej Al Asmakh,
2026.
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CREDITS

Experimental Labs by Liwan

Liwan’s Experimental Labs are collab-
orative, practice-led programmes that
bring together designers, makers,
researchers and creative practitioners
to investigate ideas through hands-on
experimentation.

Rooted in local contexts and open to
diverse disciplines, each Lab transforms
questions and constraints into tested
approaches, new knowledge and tangible
outcomes that can inform future design
practice and programmes.

Curators

Reem Al Muraikhi is an architect
working on projects in Qatar, contrib-
uting her expertise to the Public

Works Authority and exploring the
intersections of social landscapes and
architectural psychology. She engages
with the politics of deconstruction and
reconstruction through cultural theory,
spatial fiction and environmental ethics.
Al Muraikhi focuses on narratives

that empower communities and drive
positiveurban change.

Isabella Rossen is a sociologist specialised
in urban development and heritage activa-
tion. As a head of programming at Qatar
Museums, she leads an urban field lab
that convenes architects, designers, and
policymakers to research urban spaces
and develop design interventions. She has
worked for and conducted research at the
Office for Metropolitan Architecture in
Hong Kong and Rotterdam.

Director, Liwan Design
Studios and Labs
Aisha Nasser Al Sowaidi

Editorial

Reem Al Muraikhi
Isabella Rossen
Raza Ali Dada
Marwan Al Balushi

Abdulrahim Alkendi
Fereshteh Assadzadeh
Mohamadreza Ghodousi
Moez Chatmen
Abdulrahman

Turki Gazzaz

Programming
Arshee Ansari
Dzena Berbié
Febrariska Anwar
Khalid Albaih
Zainab Al Akraf

Design
Pornprapha Phatanateacha
Hala Hamad

English Editing
Dzena Berbié
Tracy Goulding

Arabic Translation

Dr. Houria Rouchou
Khaled Ahmed Al-Shabib
Nawal El Alaoui

Arabic Editing

Dr. Houria Rouchou
Nawal El Alaoui
Basant ElRazzaz

Published, edited, and designed by
Liwan Design Studios and Labs.

Printed in Doha, Qatar
@2026 Qatar Museums.
All rights reserved.

Learn more about our Experimental Labs

Made in Qatar.
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QATAR MUSEUMS

Located in a historic midcentury
building in downtown Msheireb,
Liwan Design Studios and Labs
offers a unique space committed to
supporting and connecting Qatar’s
burgeoning creative community.

Liwan provides creatives with a
multifunctional co-working space
and learning environment to
experiment, collaborate and network
while supporting the creation and
dissemination of design-related
content from the region and beyond.

Follow Liwan Design Studios and Labs

Qatar Museums is the nation’s
preeminent institution for art and
culture, providing authentic and
inspiring cultural experiences through
a growing network of museums,
heritage sites, festivals, public art
installations and programmes.

Qatar Museums preserves, restores
and expands the nation’s cultural
offerings and historical sites, sharing
art and culture from Qatar and the
Middle East, North Africa and South
Asia region with the world and
enriching the lives of citizens,
residents and visitors.
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