
The heart of Qatar’s 
micro-economy can be 
found along the alleys of 
Souq Waqif

Souq Waqif is a beautiful place in the early 
morning.  As I sit nursing a cappuccino 
outside a café, birds fly between ornate 

balconies, the sun casts a strong shadow on the 
paving, and beautiful Arabian horses parade up 
and down the main street, ridden by elegantly 
attired guardsmen. 

There’s been a market here for centuries. 
Initially the site of a riverbed which flooded 
every winter, it got its name, ‘Waqif’ (which 
means ‘standing’ in Arabic) due to the 
cramped nature of the space. 

As Qatar’s population has grown over the 
years, the souq has also grown in size, and in 
2004 His Highness the Emir, Sheikh Hamad 
bin Khalifa Al Thani decided to completely 
remodel the market to make it fit for the 21st 
century. Some buildings were restored and some 
completely new structures were built, but all 

By Victoria Scott
Photography by Jessie Palanca

Loving It 
Local
If you stick to the main street of Souq Waqif, you could be forgiven for thinking that Qatar’s 
historic marketplace is now dominated by big brands and posh restaurants. But dig a little 
deeper, and there are local gems to be found. 

work was sensitively done with local construction 
techniques, resulting in the atmospheric, 
attractive souq we shop in today.

The cafe I’m sitting outside, Zaatar w Zeit, is 
just one of many well-known outlets which 
line the souq’s main thoroughfare. Recently, a 
group of five-star boutique hotels opened here 
too, heralding a new era of luxury and comfort. 
All these high-end offerings might lead you to 
conclude that the souq is now only a high-end, 
internationally-focused venue.

You’d be wrong, of course. Shooting off this street 
is a labyrinth of alleyways, crammed full of small 
independent shops and stalls which sell a huge 
range of everyday merchandise: from toys, to 
clothes, to spices and household tools.  Not all of 
these items are made in the region, of course, but 
there are some locally-sourced options here, and 
I’m going to seek to them out. 

Hidden Treasures
To start, I decide to wander up an alleyway 
I’ve visited before, alley number 2, which is 
diagonally opposite the Tourist Information 
Centre. If you’re seeking it out, look for the 
numbers on the top of the shop fronts – each 
shop is given a street number and a unit number 
(although unfortunately, not all shops display 
them.)

Immediately on my right as I enter the alley, I 
spot beautifully embroidered traditional Arabian 
long winter coats hanging outside Bisht Fahar, 
a shop which has been in business in the souq 
since 2007.  The coats are made in Syria from 
sheepskin and lined with fleece, they come in all 
sizes, including tiny versions for toddlers. 

Most of the rest of the alley is home to 
jewellers. This is a great place to come if you 

A local craftsman practices his trade

Artist Nasser Samarae works on a life-like 

sculpture at the Souq Waqif Art Centre
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need anything fixed, cleaned or made to your 
own design. In a shop further up on the right-
hand side, a man sits cross-legged on the floor, 
hammering metal into shape. I walk in and 
meet Nawaz Hamad, who’s from Pakistan. 
He’s been in Qatar for 25 years, much of 
it spent in this shop, Sarar Jewellers. 
He’s seated in the corner of the tiny space, 
surrounded by pots of gems, thread and beads. 
He has some ready-made jewels in the window, 
but it’s a bespoke silver ring he’s making, with a 
red jewel inlaid in its centre. 

At the top of the alley is a sign announcing that 
you’re now entering the souq’s ‘Handicraft 
Centre’. This new addition to the souq has only 
been open for a couple of months and it’s a 
goldmine for locally-produced goods.  

A History of 
Craftsmanship
On the left hand side, Bisht Alsalem - which 
sells traditional Qatari special occasion robes 
for men - doubles as both shop and workshop. 
Six men are seated around the edges of the 
room hand-sewing elegant garments. I meet a 
Qatari man who’s just bought the robe for 
his wedding; he tells me he’s very pleased 
with it. 

Next, I walk into Doha Models. Here, Fahad 
painstakingly decorates plaster models of 
well-known Doha landmarks like Al Zuhoor fort 
and Fanar mosque, as well as traditional Qatari 
houses. Some of them even double up as lights 
and candle holders. They’d make excellent 
souvenirs and gifts.

The next shop I find is Ruby, which is staffed by 
Mohammed and Ibrahim, who are from Yemen. 
They make beautiful jewellery, ornate boxes and 

mirrors from leather, silver and coloured stones. I 
particularly liked the necklaces, and I’ll be going 
back for one (or two) of their traditional boxes, 
which I’m hoping to give to female relatives as 
birthday presents, as they’re ideal for storing 
jewellery and trinkets. 

Further along on the right, I see fish nets hanging 
from outside a shop, along with an abundance 
of oyster shells. Here, Washid displays the 
oysters he’s caught himself, along with 
any pearls he finds inside. He fishes for them 
off Qatar’s coast, and when he’s opened them, 
he glues them back together to make pretty 
ornaments.

At the end of the alley, I find Iraqi artist Wissam 
Al -Baghdadi drawing intricate calligraphy in 
his shop, Al Sendar. Its walls are covered with 
his art, which he produces on various mediums, 
including leather and glass. He specializes in 
pyrographs - designs engraved on wood or 
leather using heat. He’s very happy to take 
commissions, and can produce drawings based 
on photos. He tells me more of his art is on 
display in the Souq Waqif Art Centre, which 
is just around the corner, so I decide to head 
there next.

The Art Centre is located just opposite Le 
Gourmet on the souq’s main street. Recently 
re-opened after a complete renovation, it’s an 
impressive place. It houses multiple small 
shops and galleries, and runs an education 
program for all ages. I spot some eye-catching 
sculptures in one of the galleries, and walk in 
to meet the artist himself, Nasser Samarae.  I 
express an interest in a bronze Oryx, which 
is about two feet high. “These are only the 
models”, he tells me, which really sparks my 
interest. 

He leads me into his studio, which is outside and 

across a courtyard. In here are huge pieces of 
work, including an enormous model of the head 
of an Arab man from the 19th century. Nasser 
teaches pupils here, and he’s made a model of 
one of them, which he unveils for me to look 
at. It’s made out of clay, and very detailed. He 
continues to sculpt it while we chat. He tells 
me he’s open to commissions, as well as selling 
some of his completed projects. He suggests 
that he’d like to sculpt my ‘Roman face’ – but 
with images of huge Roman noses running 
through my mind, I politely decline. 

As I emerge from his studio, I realize it’s 
lunchtime, meaning that the souq is closing for 
its afternoon break. I reflect on my finds, and I 
must admit that I’m surprised by just how many 
locally-produced, unique items I’ve found in just 
a couple of hours. It turns out that beyond the 
souvenir stalls and ice cream parlours, there’s a 
wealth of interesting, handmade merchandise on 
offer here, if you’re prepared to seek it out. 

And let’s face it: seeking it out is part of the fun. n 

Fishing paraphernalia speaks to Qatar’s rich history of pearl diving

Artist Wissam Al-Baghdadi’s work adorns the walls of Al Sendar 

Washid has been making ornaments from locally-caught pearls for 

years at his shop in the Souq

Tradition meets the modern tourist trade with an 

assortment of trinkets
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