
 

 

 
Abstract—Qatar, a Gulf country highly dependent on its oil and 

gas revenues – is looking to innovate, diversify, and ultimately reach 
its aim of creating a knowledge economy to prepare for its post-oil 
era. One area that the country is investing in is Contemporary Art, 
and world renowned artists such as Damien Hirst and Richard Serra –
have been commissioned to design site-specific art for the public 
spaces of the city of Doha as well as in more remote desert locations. 
This research discusses the changing presence, role and context of 
public art in Doha, both from a historical and cultural overview, and 
the different forms and media as well as the typologies of urban and 
public spaces in which the art is installed. It examines the process of 
implementing site-specific artworks, looking at questions of scale, 
history, social meaning and formal aesthetics. The methodologies 
combine theoretical research on the understanding of public art and 
its role and placement in public space, as well as empirical research 
on contemporary public art projects in Doha, based on documentation 
and interviews and as well as site and context analysis of the urban or 
architectural spaces within which the art is situated. Surveys and 
interviews – using social media - in different segments of the 
contemporary Qatari society, including all nationalities and social 
groups, are used to measure and qualify the impacts and effects on 
the population. 

 
Keywords—Contemporary Public Art, Knowledge Economy, 

Public Realm, Site Specific Art Works. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

HE Qatar Museums Authority recently announced a series 
of public art initiatives in Doha with the purpose of 

“bringing art out of the walls of the museum” to make it 
accessible to the public on a daily basis and to encourage 
discussion and debate [1]. While the installation of sculptures 
in public spaces is not new in Doha, and many roundabouts in 
the city are identified and named by the works of art that are 
placed in their centers, the practice of integrating art in public 
spaces and architectural projects is reaching a new dimension 
as internationally renowned artists are being commissioned to 
install their works in the public spaces and buildings of the 
city of Doha. One important aspect of acity’s identity is 
articulated in its public spaces, and this points to the important 
relationship between Public Art and Public Space [2]. “Public 
art by its nature concerns not only aesthetics, but situated in 
public space it is contextualized by social, cultural and 
political issues” 
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II. METHODOLOGY 

A. Literature Review 

The field of Public Art in general, and the history and 
contemporary practices of Public Art in Doha were researched 
to lay the foundations to develop the survey strategy and 
objectives which identified and studied examples of Public Art 
in Doha. The literature included theoretical approaches 
through the existing literature on Public Art (practices, 
definitions, and research), documents of policies of cultural 
development according to Qatar National Vision 2030, and 
publications and media on historical and contemporary Public 
Art practices and projects in Qatar according to the following 
outline: 
i. Literature review on Public Art (definitions, practices, 

current research) 
ii. Literature review on Public Art in Qatar (history of Public 

Art in Qatar, practices, policies) 
iii. Literature review on Contemporary Public Art projects in 

Doha. 

B. Case Studies 

A series of case studies in Doha and Qatar were selected for 
the research. A documentation of sites and artworks were 
carried out according to the following criteria: 
i. The Artist: his biography and overview of his position on 

public art 
ii. Location and Spatial Context: Scale, landscape, public or 

semi-public, open-closed etc. 
iii. Typology of the artwork: Sculpture – (abstract, 

figurative), Scale, Interactivity, Materials, etc. 
iv. Policies and Planning: Processes of commissioning and 

installing the artwork. (If available) 
v. Cost of installing the artwork. Cost of artwork, 

installation, modification of public space, maintenance, 
etc. (If available) 

C. Data Collection 

Aside from the public reaction and appreciation of Art 
Work’s studies through the literature review and press, an 
important aspect of this research was to try to understand what 
role the art work plays in people’s lives, and how it affects 
their view and reaction to public space. To collect this type of 
data, a Web Blog and Facebook page were created to 
disseminate the art works and their sites and to generate 
discussions and questionnaires. This also included handing out 
surveys to people and collecting feedback in a more informal 
way (students, families, and other people living in Qatar.) 
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chosen by Serra definitely encourages people to investigate 
this nature reserve and see it from another perspective.  

 

 

Fig. 9 Site Plan. Site Plan East West 
 

Typology: An abstracted large-scale sculpture. Land Art. 
The East-West/ West-East artwork is a collection of 4 steel 

plates that span over one kilometer, and can be explored from 
either end. The topography of the land allows the centre two 
plates to be placed higher than the end plates. Despite the 
great distance between the plates, all the four plates can be 
seen from either end. This art work gives a whole new identity 
to its location as it is far away from the main city. Richard 
Serra has created a “place within a place”. It gives a 
demarcation to the landscape between east and west. Before 
the installation of this collection, the land was undifferentiated 
as most of the landscape is out there.  

F. Searching for the Light IV 

 

Fig. 10 Searching For the Light IV 
 

Artist: Eduardo Chillida 
Date of installation: The steel artwork was executed in 

2001. It was first placed in West Bretton, Yorkshire Sculpture 
Park from 2002 to 2004. In 2006, this art piece was moved to 
Bilbao to be exhibited in the Guggenheim Museum of Bilbao. 
It was located in Plaza de Isozaki Atea in Bilbao shortly 
afterward and stayed there until 2013. The artwork was bought 
by Qatar University at the end of 2013 and was installed in 
front of the food court in September 2014. This area is one of 
the most attractive spaces in the female campus. 

Location and spatial context: The artwork was installed in 
front of the food court of Qatar University’s female campus. 
Therefore, this art piece is not classified as an open public art 
because people are not able to reach it from all over the city. 
However, it has a strong relationship with the spatial context 
of the space as it explains the idea of searching or exploring in 
an abstracted way, which encouraged the students to discuss 
this artwork in more detail and find the story behind it.  
 

 

Fig. 11 Site Plan. Searching for the Light 
 

Typology: Considered as an abstracted artwork. 
The shape of this 8-meters-high piece, which consists of the 

curved blades that leads to an opening at the top of the vertical 
sculpture, demonstrates the main concept of the artwork 
searching about light. The opening in the top of the sculpture 
reflects the idea of searching about light and it somehow 
reminds us of the characteristic pose of the Virgin Mary with 
her arms open. The combination between the idea of 
abstraction and figurative made the work more accessible, and 
seemingly stimulated the audience to think and reflect on the 
sculpture and generated many positive reactions from the 
public and students. Nevertheless, as we will see in the data 
collection through interviews and social media, it is the piece 
that received the maximum of negative comments. 

V. DATA COLLECTION 

For the collection of data, feedback from general public in 
Doha was collected by campaigning on the Facebook page 
(https://www.facebook.com/PublicArtInQatar) and a website 
blog (http://blogs.qu.edu.qa/publicarturepresearch/. We also 
handed out surveys to be filled for each case study of the 
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different public artworks in Qatar. The surveys the following 
questions: 
 Do you think this art piece is appropriate to Qatari 

Culture? 
 Do you think this art piece is relevant and well integrated 

into the site? 
 Does this art work make you want to visit the place? 
 Does this piece of art make you see the space differently? 
 What feelings, emotions and thoughts does this art work 

evoke in you? 
The art piece called “The Miraculous Journey” has received 

positive comments as it portrays how great and special 
mothers are. However 50% of the people thought that the 
sculptures are not appropriate to the Qatari culture. Most 
people felt that it is well integrated to the site and it makes 
them see the space differently. However, this art piece does 
not make people want to visit the place. There are a number of 
both positive and negative comments on the art piece called 
“Head-butt” calling it strange and showing defeat. Many 
people thought it is inappropriate to the Qatari Culture. 
However, they think that it is relevant to the site and makes 
one see the space differently. 

The other art pieces like “Seven”, “East west” and 
“calligraphy Sculpture” have received very positive feedbacks. 
People appreciate the “sense of unity” and the simplicity of 
the ‘Seven’ sculpture; the “sense of direction and path” that 
the sculpture ‘East-West’ creates has awed the people; the 
“complexity”, and “the emotion of triumph” is instilled in the 
people’s minds when they see the calligraphy sculpture by 
Sabah Arbilli. Some say “the art work by the corniche shows a 
sense of hierarchy between the Arabic letters which are 
conveyed in the description on the base of the sculpture. They 
find the articulation of the letters very clever as it gives an 
image of a ‘mountain peak’” and “evokes the belonging to the 
Arab region”. Others mention that “it makes me feel guilty, 
how nice and strong our Arabic letters and language are, while 
we use other letters and languages in our communication.” 

The artwork called ‘Searching for Light IV’ received the 
most negative response as people feel “confused” and “do not 
understand the art piece”. However, the artwork placed in 
Qatar University also received comments like “I see the 
sculpture as the students and also, in a way, Qatar University. 
I say this because the sculpture gives an image of reaching for 
something great.” Similar comments include “the students and 
the university is aiming to achieve their greatest potential” and 
“it creates a different atmosphere in the university campus.” 

VI. CONCLUSION 

This research on Contemporary Public Art in Doha and 
Qatar is a preliminary study of a new and emerging trend in 
the country. Nevertheless, there has been a past practice of 
installing sculptures in public spaces, especially roundabouts, 
in Doha, when the modern city was being built from the early 
1980s. This art had a more decorative aspect and meaning than 
today’s contemporary pieces by well-known artists. 
Nevertheless, this research could benefit from further 
knowledge on this early phase of public art in Qatar, and on 

the public reactions to these installations when they were first 
perceived. While there is no literature on this subject, a 
research on press articles, as well as interviews with the Public 
Works authority may yield some interesting comparisons with 
today, and would give this research a more solid historical 
base. 

The research and the data collection through the local press, 
questionnaires and social media has confirmed that these 
works of art in public space in Doha generate strong feelings 
and reactions from the public, at times resulting with the 
removal of the works, such as was the case for the Head Butt 
sculpture by Abdessemed. It is possible that with time, and 
with new generations, certain aspects, including form and 
meaning of public art, will become more accepted by the local 
populations. But it is not important that everyone agrees or 
likes the art, as we the definition and role of public art is not 
necessarily to adorn or beautify, but to provoke thought. It 
could be argued that it is more successful when it provokes 
debate than if there is a consensus on its aesthetics or 
meaning. 

With regard to the process of installation, the choice and the 
design, it was difficult to obtain information regarding this 
aspect of the research, relating to the design process of the 
public space. Although many attempts were made, it was not 
possible to discuss the projects with the Qatar Museums 
Authority, who have commissioned and installed the pieces, 
and therefore this aspect of the initial research methodology is 
missing. The Qatar Museums (QM) Public Art Department is 
responsible for overseeing the installation of artwork by 
renowned artists in the public realm in Qatar.  

This could be a further phase of this research, as could the 
research on the historical and past practices of public art in 
Doha and Qatar. There is also more analysis to be carried out 
on the public realm in which the pieces are placed, and it 
would be interesting, over time, to see the use and 
transformation of the public space. As of now, all of these 
works are too new to have any significant user’s data on the 
transformation of the space. Other types of Public Art by 
renowned artists, in semi-public spaces, such as the New Doha 
International Airport and Qatar Convention Center, could also 
be included in a second phase of this research.  
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