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ROUTES AND ROOTS

A LIVING ARCHIVE OF GULF FOODWAYS (DEC. 2025)

by Ayesha Erkin

Introduction:

The Sufra as a Framework. What does
it mean to build an archive at the scale
of a shared meal? This question guided
my ten-day residency at Liwan Design
Studios and Labs in Doha, where I
explored Gulf foodways, not as nostalgic
artefacts but as a living design system.
The sufra, the traditional shared ground
cloth central to communal dining,
became both a research subject and
methodological framework, revealing
sophisticated spatial technologies
encoded in everyday eating practices.
This research was not only about food;
it was research through food, using the
body as the primary instrument, the
meal as laboratory, and gatherings as
generative practices.

The Social Architecture of Eating panel at the Routes
and Roots Supper Club on December 23,2025

First Day:

Material Encounters. Before diving
into preservation and eating practices, I
needed to understand the food-making
infrastructure. On my first day in

Doha, I visited Virginia Commonwealth
University School of the Arts (VCUarts),
where Yasmine Suleiman, Head of the
Materials Lab, walked me through their
digital fabrication capabilities and
material libraries. Then Professor Astrid
Kensinger, director of the (IN)>Tangible
Lab, shared their research on desert
truffles, spice systems, and how design
research can engage with foodways
without commodifying them.

Their work, particularly The Edible Lab:
Food, Culture and Design, exploring
ingredients and spices available in Qatar,
showed me that the design community
here was already asking these questions:
How can we research food through
making, and make material culture
legible without reducing it to aesthetics?

This first-day encounter set the tone: I
wasn’t bringing outside knowledge to
impose on local practice. I was entering
an existing conversation, learning the
dialect, searching for ways in which my
questions might contribute.



39459 Wilyluwo

(2025 juau0) zedsdl § dlisell Oluslaall g Gyl

:J3581 gl

Badl oluylas $ poladidl 16 sylgall e Syaill

& plebll delia) dusall dil agd gle olS JSHg
widgingS Lz, dnals ¢yh d>gull (§ JoBl o
Slaxbuol eus (VCUarts) ;b8 § araaill 98 &S
Az dg> § Wlgall yise Ly lagls ramly
lsall ooy Gad)l giaill (& pusall ahad
ke 8y paxianteS ol 83lzwdll Gyl o
$ohall )l Jg> Lailsal ((IN)>TangibleLab

of panarll &l oSay @Sy i Blgall dalaily (gaal)
e I lehiad ggo &Slia)) oluylaall go Jelass

£oni Lopws ¥ spglas gl

The Edible Lab: Food, Culture and Design
O ohd & 88580l Dlgilly 3l3Sall cdium gdll
Aol il ada gk oIS Jxall practl] gaie
@Sy SRAll JU (1o plalall § el Lisay S
Soldlad! § WIFs] g9s dogaan ylgall 48183 Jazs

a8l M5 a3 o5 Jodl padl el i
laylaall e lgdy8 Gzl dyma o
plasly (@il8 o> Jl il &S Jy dglxall
b Gl @ pgu &3 i iy iz

oyl dddle

tdoudall

oalis Jle Gyl eliy s Lo Jylo) 850841

G Goldl s 15l Vin gédl, SaSsiine dung
alyisiag olagiaial lad 8 pbl Snie catal
Oluylaall cbisiul éus d>gall UQ il
Syl e dpyl ghaS 3 3l 8 dlisll
sulanll galasll & 80kl il ¢ auans S
legigo dsclad! Wigall 3y e yingyaall
olds ge @ik Ino of $ lixgio bl Lz
gl JSQI Oluwylas UQ 8ydxio dyghis duilse
O b plabadl e &l Sixe el e oS5 o
bl 81018 wadl sy aledall J3s o sy
85 cluyladS cileaxill gusias JS3g

cliwll @AU gad «plebll Jolid duclaizdl dylaslhy duls
2025 yiouys 23 «gdorg Glyluor

1yl vederg Olyluse

N

Gy

I 6 adlis Oluploald >

(2025 yowuws) z



9

(520Z *DAQA) SAvmpooy fino fO aA1Yyd.4Y SUIALT Y 15100y PUD S23n0Y

S e A
Site visit to Heenat Salma Farm to learn about local
regenerative farming
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PART ONE

ROUTES—TRACING SYSTEMS
OF PRESERVATION AND EXCHANGE

The Infrastructure of Taste. My first
encounter in Doha was with preser-
vation, not the museum kind, but the
edible kind. At IDAM restaurant, Chef
Fabrice Rosso showed me what remained
of his fermentation experiments. Qatar’s
Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) has
strict regulations under Law No. 8 of
1990 governing food safety in restau-
rants, which limits certain fermentation
practices in commercial kitchens.

What he could show me was revelatory
enough: preserved shallots with their
translucent amber layers, camel fat
rendered and stored for traditional
cooking techniques—forming a preser-
vation practice that bridges French
techniques and Qatari ingredients.

“I'm trying to focus more on ingredients
than technique, because techniques

are limited, while ingredients are
abundant”, he explained. “It’s about
how I can take local ingredients, and
add them to my kitchen.” His narrative
centres on preservation not as nostalgia
but as necessity: “We have to import
everything, which makes things hard

to get. So why spoil food? This is why

I created a preservation technique by
dry ageing the fish. Instead of keeping a
fish in a fridge and discarding it in three
days, I devised a technique in which I
clean the fish, drain its blood, and dry it.
This allows me to keep it for two weeks.”
This reframing stayed with me.

Traditional preservation techniques—
salt curing, sun drying, fermentation—
aren’t charming crafts, but sophisticated
food security systems. They have shaped
trade routes, determined settlement
patterns, and created economic bonds.
For instance, dried lime (lomi) travelled
from Oman to Kuwait because it could
withstand the journey, while dates,
packed with natural sugars, became
currency as they wouldn’t spoil.

At Heenat Salma Farm, my first stop on
11 December, I witnessed this legacy
of preservation systems continuing
through regenerative practice. The
farm operates on cyclical, zero-waste
principles, where each output feeds
the next. They’ve developed local
cultivars adapted specifically to Qatar’s
extreme climate, where vegetables and
fruits thrive in conditions in which
imported varieties would perish.

The farm’s head chef walked me
through his fermentation pantry,
which contained eggplants fermenting
in brine with olive-scented radishes
and sun-dried tomatoes developing
concentrated sweetness in climate-
controlled drying racks. Farm-to-table
wasn’t a marketing concept here, but

a literal necessity, so the restaurant
menu shifted daily based on harvest.
The farm’s connection to the Interna-
tional Network for Traditional Building,
Architecture and Urbanism (INTBAU)



and Caravane Earth revealed the

deeper truth, that food systems and
spatial systems are inseparable. Both
require deep material knowledge,
climatic attunement, and regenerative
thinking. One cannot design sustainable
eating without understanding
sustainable building, and vice versa.

Eating Across the City. I ate my

way through Doha’s stratified food
landscape. Yemeni food at Souq Al
Wakrah, where the architecture of
gathering felt different, with the tables
and communal service; sourdough
pizza at Italia Mia Ristorante, where
flavours of Italy were brought to Doha;
karak at Poori and in Al Muntazah, both
iconic local spots (karak everywhere,
and every day). Traditional majboos at
Fenyal restaurant, served on low tables
where families reclined on cushions.

Each meal encoded different stories
of migration, class, and cultural
negotiation. At Torba Farmers Market, I
watched how traditional ingredients,
such as fresh dates, camel milk, and
local honey, were repackaged for

a wellness-conscious audience. At
Raseef Regag, chef Noof Al Marri had
transformed regag, a crispy Qatari
crepe once sold only by elderly women
in the sougq, into a café concept

with Instagram-worthy plating.

Al Muntazah became a revelation. This
neighbourhood houses much of Doha’s
immigrant food infrastructure, which
includes spots like Three Peppers
restaurant and Lahore Fish, where South
Asian and Filipino workers gather. The
signage here was recently standardised,
replacing hand-painted originals with
uniform municipal signs, a bureaucratic

tidying that erased vernacular character.

I documented the typing centres nestled
between these restaurants, small shops

Chamiand local dates

— dllly daliddl soadll

as awelcome snack EIESURT- W)

where migrant workers pay to send
typed letters home, often while eating
packed lunches from shared containers.
Tucked into commercial gaps, these
improvised eating spaces revealed how
foodways persist even in expatriation.
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The Tiravanija Encounter. At Untitled
2025: No Bread No Ashes, Rirkrit
Tiravanija’s public art installation at
MIA Park, I encountered the artist’s
signature practice that consists of
cooking and serving food in a perfor-
mance, which unfolds over time, and
the act of cooking and sharing becomes
part of the artwork, where the meal

is a social sculpture. But what made
this practice particularly resonant
was the integration of local bakeries.

Chef Imad, a Doha-based sourdough
baker, was invited to do a pop-up
within the installation, featuring his
slow-fermented loaves, which became
part of the artwork’s daily rhythm. “We
use flour that is protected by French
law”, he explained, describing the

1993 decree that defines traditional
sourdough bread. “You can never call

it sourdough or traditional bread in
France unless it meets strict standards
that make bread free from improvers,
emulsifiers, and preservatives.
Although such standards are difficult to
implement, when it comes to our bread,
you just have to talk to your dough: Are
you okay right now? Every little move
makes a big difference in the outcome.”

His approach to introducing sourdough
to Doha was strategic: “I did this in
baby steps. Based on what I observed
on Instagram, the initiative was
primarily about raising awareness,

and it showed potential for further
engagement. But marketing-wise, we
didn’t go all out about it to everyone.
You want to appeal to a well-informed
community rather than the wider public.
So look at you guys, you're informed,
you know, and you're interested.”

As I watched visitors become participants,
and eating become collaboration, the
question emerged: When does a meal
become art? When does a gathering
become infrastructure? Chef Imad’s
sourdough process—the patient
fermentation, the protected flour,

the time-intensive care—spoke to the
preservation techniques I had been
studying. Both are about controlled
decomposition, microbial collaboration,
and time made edible. This question
would resonate throughout the residency.

Visiting Chef Imad's sourdough pop-up at No Bread No Ashes by Rirkrit Tiravanija
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PART TWO
THE (S)EAT
WORKSHOP

Bodies as Research Tools. The
four-day workshop “(S)EAT: Sufra
Studies” began not in the lab but

at a restaurant. On 14 December, I
welcomed ten participants at Jiwan
Restaurant at the Museum of Islamic
Art to observe our own bodies eating.

I distributed observation worksheets:
How is seating designed? How high is
the table from the floor? What is the
initial body position? The participants
- amix of designers, architects, and
curious community members - became
anthropologists of their own dinner,
tracking each position change, noting
when they had to lean forward, and
when their backs ached, or when they
couldn’t reach a dish without asking.
“I shifted positions seven times in one
hour”, one participant reported. “On
a chair, I would have stayed still.”

Embodied research was the method.
Before prototyping anything, we needed
to understand how furniture shapes
behaviour, height creates hierarchy,

and distance determines intimacy.

Prototyping the Archive. Sessions 2 and
3unfolded in Liwan’s Prototype Lab,
with Norman Dipo Baskoro operating
the laser cutter, 3D printer, and vacuum
former, while participants designed
modular seating components. The
design brief was clear: create systems
that accommodate graduated heights
(floor to cushion to stool to chair),
collapse for storage, connect modularly,
and reference Gulf traditions without
reducing them to ornament. The lab
became a space of material negotiation,

and play. Participants weren’t making
final products, rather they were
prototyping spatial possibilities.

Participant Omar Hamid and each of the
other participants focused on a specific
aspect of the design. Each prototype was
created to address a particular challenge
observed during the Jiwan meal, such as
providing back support for floor seating,
making food accessible across different
heights, or allowing clear sightlines

for everyone around the table. These
practical insights ensured that the
prototypes were directly informed by
real-world communal dining behaviour,
rather than abstract design concepts.

Meanwhile, VCUarts Qatar graphic
design students worked in parallel on
contemporary sufra textile patterns.
Led by Professor Astrid Kensinger
from the (IN)>Tangible Lab, two
students researched Sadu weaving
traditions and mycelial growth patterns,
translating them into designs that
could be laser-cut onto vinyl, printed
on parchment paper, or projected
onto surfaces. This parallel process
set up the final integration, where
spatial systems meet surface design.

The Voices in the Room. Workshop
participants asked: Can we create

that same “boundary without barrier”
in contemporary contexts? Could
modularity replicate the sufra’s ability
to expand infinitely, by adding another
cloth to welcome another person? These
questions would be answered not in

the lab, but at the supper club, where
the prototypes would meet real use.



Aguest serving kharouf on the sufra at the
Routes and Roots Supper Club
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PART THREE
THE SOCIAL
ARCHITECTURE
OF EATING

Pull Up A Chair

The Community Supper Club. On 23
December, approximately 50 people
gathered in Liwan’s courtyard for

“Pull Up a Chair”, the culminating
supper club. The spatial design
activated everything the workshop

had prototyped, including modular
floor seating, low surfaces, and flexible
configurations that encouraged circula-
tion rather than fixed assignments.
The food came from multiple sources,
each carrying cultural memory.

Bayt Al Waldah. Tabakh Al Waldah was
the first restaurant opened by Qatari
Chef Hessa Al Sulaiti, followed by Bayt
Al Waldah. The restaurants represented
an evolution from a home-based
cooking initiative into a physical space
providing the anchor dishes such as
kharoof (lamb) platters for communal
sharing, madhrooba and harees (Qatari
porridge) in individual servings, rangina
and shatha (traditional sweets), ending
with Arabic coffee and karak tea.

Shay Al Shomous, led by Khalto Shams
Al Qassabi, a culinary pioneer and the
first Qatari woman to own a restaurant
in Souq Wagqif. She didn’t just offer food,
she also started a live regag station.
Guests watched her skilled hands work
the thin batter across the saj griddle,
with the satisfying sizzle and bubble,
and the precise moment when the
crepe became crispy enough to fold.

Her story is preservation in action.

As ayoung woman, she was always
entrepreneurial, “wanting to sell
things”, starting with handmade paper
flowers. When she began making regag
to sell to neighbours, she kept it a secret
from her family at first. Running a
business as a woman “wasn’t okay, not
an honourable thing to do”. So she told
her family that she was only giving
food to friends, not selling it. But she
went on selling, quietly building her
business until she could no longer hide

it. She innovated the regag by devising
a distinctive folding technique that
has become her signature. Today, and
despite her age, “she’s in the restaurant
every day”. Khalto Shams loves what
she does and she’s very inventive at it.
At the supper club, she served, blaleet
(sweet vermicelli), crispy regag in both
sugar and za'atar varieties, made fresh
throughout the evening, alongside

tea served from traditional dallahs.

Chef Nouf Al Marri from Raseef

Regag contributed additional contempo-
rary interpretations of traditional
flavours, boxed beautifully from

her restaurant, Desert Rose Café.

MJay Al Thani, whose passion

for Qatari culinary history is
legendary—and whose caviar burgers
from MJay’s Food have caused a fun
stir—designed the lighting and plating
arrangements, transforming the
functional into the ceremonial.

A Community Gathers. What made
the supper club truly remarkable
wasn’t the prototypes or the food.
Rather, it was who showed up and
how they moved through the space.
Guests spanning multiple generations
gathered: children running between
cushions, grandparents settling onto
floor seating with supporting backrests,
and young professionals from around
the world who had never experienced
Qatari hospitality traditions.

Several attendees told me they came
because they had never experienced a
traditional Qatari home cooked meal.
They wanted to understand the culture
through its most fundamental ritual:
communal eating. The modular seating
allowed them to find their comfort level,
with some sitting on the floor, while
others sat on cushions or pulled up
chairs. Flexibility wasn’t just spatial, it
was also social. Watching Khalto Shams
at her regag station became a gathering



point. People huddled around her,
asking questions, watching her hands
work, and accepting the warm crepes
fresh off the griddle. The station became
an impromptu teaching moment, a
place where curiosity met generosity.

What keeps Doha distinct, [ realised,

is its capacity for intergenerational,
intercultural gatherings, when spatial
conditions allow for it. The sufra-
inspired setup didn’t just enforce
authenticity, it enabled access, as people
found their own way to participate.

The Panel: Decoding Spatial Values
Before the meal, two speakers explored
“The Social Architecture of Eating”:

O The ceramicist and artist Shua’a Ali
discussed her research on Qatari vessel
markings, the geometric symbols
families use to identify their belongings
in communal settings. This “unspoken
but known tradition” reveals how objects
carry cultural memory. Her exhibitions
explore how traditional marking systems
can inform contemporary design while
honouring heritage without reducing it
to ornament.

O Chef Fabrice Rosso (IDAM Restaurant)
spoke beyond fermentation techniques,
addressing how fine dining can honour
cultural roots while innovating. His
work at the Museum of Islamic Art
demonstrates how the presence of chefs
shapes the ways in which diners relate to
food and each other, as cooking, literally
inside a cultural institution, requires
constant negotiation between tradition
and modernity.

Audience Perspectives:

O Qataris expressed confidence that
traditions are not being lost, but evolving.
The key is active transmission through
practice, not museum preservation.

O New residents voiced curiosity
about traditional rituals they had not
yet experienced. Many expressed
their willingness to participate,
although they were unsure how to
access these cultural practices.

O Multiple participants noted that as
they age, they are more inclined to
host and express themselves through
food, a hosting impulse that becomes a

way of encoding identity and creating
continuity across generations.

Design Implications. These
insights shaped the Fourth Place
Kitchen’s core philosophy:

* Accessibility over authenticity, by
creating entry points for newcomers
while honouring traditional forms.

* Active over passive preservation,
by building systems that encourage
doing, rather than just observing.

* Intergenerational by design,
by accommodating multiple
heights, abilities, and comfort
levels in the same circle.

* Memory through making,
by including personalization
systems so communities can
encode their own meanings.

A prototype sufra design Sydull praad ‘__Jgi zd90
as presented by one of g & Syl A dadd
the participants at the " (S)EAT
(S)EAT workshop
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3D printed chairs models at the Liwan Prototyping
Lab
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PART FOUR
DESIGN PRINCIPLES
FROM THE FOURTH

PLACE KITCHEN

Extracting the Grammar. The resi-
dency’s accompanying deliverable is
an open-source construction manual
for what we called the “Fourth Place
Kitchen”, modular pop-up food spaces
where physical Third Place and digital
community converge. This builds

on my work with Global Girls Food
Club, where digital coordination
enables physical gatherings among
diaspora communities. The design
principles extracted from the workshop
and supper club are as follows:

0 Graduated heights: Design for the
0-45cm range. The same gathering
should comfortably accommodate
someone on the floor, on a cushion,
or on a chair. Accessibility isn’t an
add-on, but embedded in modularity.

0 Boundary without barriers: The sufra
defines eating space through textile

and food arrangement, not walls. Its
contemporary applications include
lightweight screens, projected patterns,
and surface treatments that signal “this
is where we gather”, without blocking
movement or sightlines.

O Center as service, perimeter as
seating: Food in the middle, people
around the edge. Everyone has clear
sightlines to what they’re sharing.
Hierarchical plating, usually comprising
individual plates and assigned portions,
is replaced by communal access.

0 Modular expansion: The system
should scale from four people to 40
people without redesign. Add another
component and welcome another
person, with no maximum capacity.

O Disappearing infrastructure:

When the meal ends, the space
transforms. Everything collapses,
stacks, or rolls away. There are no
permanent furniture footprints, which
is critical for activation in public spaces
or borrowed venues.

O Cultural legibility through material:
Pattern, colour, and textile choice
signal occasion and identity. The
design should read as Gulf/MENA while
remaining usable by anyone. This is
about vocabulary, not ornament.

O Climate appropriateness: Qatar
means extreme heat, but also oppor-
tunities for winter outdoor dining.
Designed for shade, airflow, and ground
temperature, material choice matters,
particularly when it comes to fabric
weight, surface heat absorption, and
ventilation strategies.

O Washable surfaces: Food spaces get
dirty and spills are inevitable, hence
the design of removable and washable
covers with non-porous surfaces where
food crumbs can be wiped quickly.
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A pergola for shade and vegetation at Heenat Salma Al s deyjo § QUL 3ai pealy Jhl ady,e
Farm
Applications Beyond the Residency The manual, currently in development,
The Fourth Place Kitchen concept will be freely available on Liwan’s
has immediate applications in: website, positioned as a design grammar

rather than a fixed vocabulary.
* Ramadan markets needing
flexible iftar setups.

* Library courtyards hosting
community dinners.

* Café collaborations requiring
temporary expansions.

* Block party-style activations
around cultural institutions.

* Design Doha 2026, where Liwan
may activate the system publicly.
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PART FIVE
REFLECTIONS ON

METHOD AND MEANING

What Food Reveals. This residency
confirmed what I've long suspected:
food is never just food. Rather, itis a
spatial practice, an economic system,
a cultural technology, and a political
statement. When we change how we
sit to eat, we change power relations;
when we shift from individual plates to
shared platters, we redistribute control;
when we design for flexibility rather
than fixed assignments, we create
space for unexpected belonging.

The sufra confirmed that traditional
systems aren’t primitive, but sophis-
ticated. The cloth’s portability wasn’t
alimitation, but an asset. The shared
platter wasn’t inefficient, but strategic,
building social bonds through coordi-
nated eating. The floor seating wasn’t
backward, but democratic, accommo-
dating bodies of different heights and
abilities within the same circle.

Contemporary design often relates

to tradition as an aesthetic reference,
where patterns are merely borrowed
and their underlying logic is

missed. This residency aimed at

the opposite, at deducing the logic
and reimagining the application.

The Fourth Place as Resistance. I'm
increasingly convinced that the
Fourth Place, what I call the hybrid
digital-physical community model,
is valuable for diaspora populations
and minority communities navigating
cultural displacement. Digital
coordination over WhatsApp groups
and Instagram announcements
enables physical gatherings in

the form of pop-up dinners and
skill-sharing that create both social
resilience and economic possibility.

Global Girls Food Club operates on this
model: women globally connect online,
then activate local chapters through
shared meals. The digital doesn’t replace
the physical but enables it, so that a meal
isn’t merely content but a container.

The Routes and Roots residency tested
whether this model could work in
reverse, starting with physical making
through the workshop, building
toward physical gathering through

the supper club, then distributing
acquired knowledge digitally through
the open-source manual. Early signs
suggest that it was indeed possible.



On Collaboration and Complexity.

This work required many hands.
Norman Dipo Baskoro’s technical
expertise made the workshop prototypes
possible. Without his patient machine
operation and troubleshooting, we’d
still be figuring out how to 3D print. VCU
students brought fresh eyes to textile
tradition, seeing mycelial networks in
Sadu patterns, proposing projection
mapping instead of printed cloth. MJay
Al Thani’s encyclopedic knowledge

of Qatari culinary history grounded
every conversation. She could trace

the evolution of a dish across decades,
explain why certain spices appeared

in certain contexts, and identify the
family lineages behind recipes. Chef
Fabrice opened his fermentation lab
without hesitation, treating me as a peer
researcher rather than a curious visitor.
Khalto Shams welcomed us into her
kitchen’s rhythms, showing us how she
scales traditional recipes for café service
while maintaining flavour integrity.
Shua’a Ali connected material culture to
lived practice, refusing to let tradition
become a static museum artefact.

The Liwan team, Arshee Ansari,
Febrariska Anwar and DZena Berbid,
coordinated the impossible: connecting
me to resources [ didn’t know existed,
facilitating conversations I couldn’t
have arranged alone, and sharing many
delicious meals with me. Each collabo-
ration revealed how much I don’t know.
But isn’t that the point? Research

isn’t about certainty, but about

better articulated questions.
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Guests gathered around the sufra in the Liwan courtyard to share a meal post Social Architecture
of Eating panel
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WHAT PERSISTS

Standing in Liwan’s courtyard during
the supper club, watching fifty people
navigate the modular seating, I saw
them solving problems in real-time:
Someone needed back support, so they
grabbed a cushion, and propped it
against a wall. When someone couldn’t
reach a particular dish, a neighbour
passed it without being asked. Someone
arrived late, so they found space

in the circle and were immediately
included. Children wove between
adults while grandparents leaned

back comfortably. The design didn’t
determine behaviour, but it opened up
possibilities. Flexibility was the point.

CONCLUSION

One participant captured it perfectly
afterward: “I felt like I was at my
relatives’, but also somewhere
completely new.” That’s the sufra’s
gift, one that creates familiarity
through function, not nostalgia.
You don’t need to have eaten on a
traditional sufra to understand how
to navigate one. The logic is legible,
and the welcome is embedded in
the spatial arrangement itself.

ARCHIVES THAT LIVE

Traditional archiving preserves
objects behind glass, fixes meaning in
text, and treats culture as completed
past tense. This residency attempted
something different, an archive built
through making, activated through
gathering, transmitted through
open-source distribution.

The prototypes matter less than the
method. The supper club was documen-
tation and not the final product. The
construction manual is an invitation and
not an instruction.

What persists isn’t the physical

artefacts but the questions they
generate: How do we sit together? Who
decides? What spatial arrangements
encode which values? How might tra-
ditional systems inform contemporary
community-building? But these
questions aren’t resolved, they circulate.

The sufra offers one answer: Spread
the cloth, place the food in the centre,
sit wherever you can reach, eat until
you're satisfied, and roll it up when
you're done. The space will always
revert to possibility.
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CREDITS

Experimental Labs by Liwan

Liwan’s Experimental Labs are col-
laborative, 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 ap-
proaches, new knowledge and tangible
outcomes that can inform future design
practice and programmes.

Curator

Ayesha Erkin is an architect, culinary
storyteller and founder of People, Places
and Spaces, a design studio creating
sensory experiences at the intersection
of architecture, food and culture.

She authored Date of the Day (2023) and
leads DATE LAB, exploring culinary
tradition and innovation. Erkin is mixed
Turkic and Arab, and grew up across
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Germany and
Texas, which directly influences her
work.

Director, Liwan, Design
Studios and Labs
Aisha Nasser Al Sowaidi

Editorial
Ayesha Erkin

Programming
Arshee Ansari
Dzena Berbic
Febrariska Anwar
Khalid Albaih
Zainab Al Akraf
Norman Dipo

Design
Pornprapha Phatanateacha
Hala Hamad

English Editing
Dzena Berbi¢
Tracy Goulding

Arabic Translation
Menna Sheha
Asmaa Bashir Eisa Mohammed

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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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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