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Azra Akšamija examines how cultural experience and knowledge can 
be exchanged and preserved. As the bearer of this experience and knowl-
edge handed down over generations, craft plays an important role in cul-
tural preservation. Monument in Waiting, a kilim woven by Bosnian women, 
tells the story of their displacement and mass murder in Bosnia-Herzego-
vina. Wanderjahre #1 und #2 explore cultural transfers within the context 
of labour migration. Yarn-dez-vous, a quilt made of textiles from the Middle 
East & North Africa and the USA, which can be transformed into letterman 
jackets, offers a critique of Orientalist narratives through the leitmotif of 
cultural mobility. 

Diaspora Scroll, a growing archive, uses textile art as a resource in 
order to understand cross-fertilisation between cultures and promote a 
cross-border dialogue. T-Serai serves as a portable shelter and is inspired by 
the tent traditions of the Middle East & North Africa region. The modular 
design of tapestries uses recycled clothing sourced from overproduction in 
the global textile industry. The foundation of Future Heritage Lab allows the 
artist to be active as an academic, to collaborate with people across disci-
plinary borders and to implement concrete projects in zones of conflict and 
crisis—such as in the Al Azraq refugee camp (Jordan). 

Art exhibitions provide Akšamija with a platform to raise awareness 
of the cultural and emotional needs of refugees, but also to reflect our own 
position within a global system of inequality and social marginalisation. In 
addition, the exhi bitions provide a source of funding for research and cul-
tural production, in collaboration with communities affected by conflict and 
crisis.
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tent of what they were weaving the women felt encouraged—some of them 
were illiterate—to tell the story for future generations. That is what made the 
story in this piece: the historical account and the personal process. Art and 
craft can have a larger stake and power in healing society.

All your works deal with heritage. It is not at all static—instead, it is very dynamic. 
How would you describe your notion of heritage?

In my works, I focus specifically on cultural heritage—both mate-
rial and non-material. I see heritage and inheritance from the past as some-
thing that has to be negotiated on a social scale. What is it that we decide 
to name and acknowledge as something important to be remembered and 
carried forward for future generations? Should that decision be made top-
down, by nation states or even dictators instrumentalising cultural heritage 
to justify their claims to power, or can it also be something that supports a 
democratic process? I use cultural heritage to incite a critical dialogue—a 
bigger conversation about whatever is at stake in a specific location. Regard-
ing the situation in Syria now, for example: What does it mean to focus on 
the restoration of cultural heritage in the region while millions of Syrians 
are displaced and suffering? Is human life more important than material her-
itage? These are complicated questions! Learning from Bosnia: Even while 
they were being attacked by grenades and shells, many people risked their 
lives to rescue the stones of their mosques and churches. For them, it was 
more important to preserve their house of worship than to save their own 
lives. It is not only important to raise awareness of war destruction, but also 
about issues related to ownership of preservationist technologies and the 
timing for reconstruction. Just because we own technologies that allow us to 
reconstruct things quickly this does not mean we should be the ones doing 
it, so this is a critical remark for people like myself, in cultural institutions 
in privileged parts of the world—to think more about the local expertise, 
about the appropriate timing to start reconstructing. As the destruction is 
taking place, I argue that we need to focus on the social realm and support 
the revitalisation of communities affected by war.

Another interest you have is working with dislocated people. They are physically dis-
located, but take their memories with them. 

Memory preservation does not have to happen at a specific site. But 
the question here is: What exactly is being preserved then, and how? Refer-
ring to my own experience in Bosnia: It is very easy to slip into nostalgia and 

How do you view craft? What role does it play in your work?
AZRA AKŠAMIJA: I use craft in different ways, depending on the proj-

ect. Regarding the helmet (Wanderjahre #1), for example: This was my artis-
tic project and I commissioned a craftsperson to produce it, which was inte-
gral to the meaning of the piece—that a specific person revives these ancient 
tile-making processes. The other component is the discursive dimension, the 
contribution in the field of participatory art, where craft is used to create a 
generative form of participation and co-creation.

In most of my projects, craft is central to the meaning and the gen-
eration of the work. This happens either through the process of making and 
the participatory dimension or through the concept, which contains a cer-
tain historical reference to the craftsmanship. In Monument in Waiting, for 
example, the aspect of craft represents a crucial vehicle for the meaning 
of art-making as a form of social healing after conflict. Art and craft offers 
therapeutic means for the women who were tortured during the war in Bos-
nia in the 1990s and who wove the carpet for this project. 

Can you say more about the idea of ‘healing’ in this particular case?
The carpet explores how to begin to tell a story about genocide and 

trauma. I do this by deploying a traditional medium of storytelling through 
carpet-weaving, following folk tradition in the Balkans. Historically, carpets 
have been a medium for documenting events as they take place. Especially 
for women, who throughout history have led the textile crafts, the process 
of weaving represents a form of meditation and a means of coming to terms 
with their recent violent history. The pattern of the carpet tells a story of 
the systematic destruction and restoration of cultural heritage in Bosnia 
during the war of the 1990s—and it does so through abstracted patterns 
that translate the traditional carpet iconography into patterns of war, dis-
torting them into grenades and other symbols. 

Then I ask, is it important who actually tells these stories? Who gener-
ated the pattern? How was that done? There is a weaving of history and mem-
ory in this carpet: Historical accounts of experts and facts from archives are 
encoded into the pattern and interwoven with personal accounts and individ-
uals’ memories. Regarding the making process, it was an important concep-
tional decision to commission traditional weavers, women who survived tor-
ture and sexual violence. There is a carpet workshop in Sarajevo that employs 
these women as a form of trauma recovery. The sitting and working on this 
piece is a form of therapeutic meditation for these women. Through the con-
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such a pair of jeans or a T-shirt in a refugee camp is just one hub of global 
inequality.

Why did you found the Future Heritage Lab? What’s its role?
I founded the Future Heritage Lab in 2016 as an experimental 

research laboratory at the MIT, which is part of my working structure at 
the university. The lab framework was important, since I work in a trans-
disciplinary manner and the output is not always subject to artistic criteria 
only: It allows me to collaborate with people across disciplinary borders and 
credit them accordingly. Three people work with me constantly, the others 
change depending on the project. For T-Serai, I am working with a building 
technology expert, a material scientist, an architect, an artist and an urban 
planner, I also hired a student from business school—that was my team. The 
Lab allows me to work scientifically and acknowledge authorship and work 
contributions. It is also partly an artistic strategy. For example, it helps me to 
work as a university entity in the refugee camp, not just as a private person. 
In terms of the output, the Lab allows me to speak to different audiences as 
a transdisciplinary entity. 

nationalism that perpetuates into the locations where these people move. 
You can see people in refugee camps building Palmyra art with mud and 
sand as a form of cultural shelter in order to remember where they come 
from and who they are. At the same time, their kids have no association with 
this—they are watching and producing YouTube videos because they are 
part of the contemporary global community, their reference is, for example,  
Beyoncé. Going into these refugee camps and trying to preserve Palmyra 
would be a projection on my part of a false sense of authenticity. The work-
shops I organise that integrate heritage are also about reinterpretation: 
Learning from the past and building a future heritage, so taking the past as 
an interpretation to construct a better future.

What guides your choice of materials?
In Yarn-dez-vous, for example, the material provided a reference to a 

kind of mobile home and creating a collective space. The quilt currently con-
sists of twelve jackets made of textiles from various places in the Middle East 
and the United States. The T-Serai project in the refugee camp in Jordan is 
also a participatory work. The materials are inspired by what is locally avail-
able: We use recyclable textiles, a lot of donations from different countries. 
There is no money to buy new things, it is very difficult to import things—
so this is an opportunity to use something that is available. On a broader 
scale, this material itself opens up a larger question. Why is this stuff there? 
How does the humanitarian aid circulate? Where does the humanitarian sys-
tem source its material and what are the politics of that? While humanitar-
ian agencies are trying to optimise the systems, some absurd things are hap-
pening. I have seen an entire hospital being shipped from Switzerland into 
these camps instead of just sourcing these things locally.

On a larger scale, I am addressing climate change and the global 
inequalities that are embedded in the memory of these materials by those 
who made them and the social and environmental footprint of the clothes 
that we all buy. From the global cotton production in Uzbekistan, India or 
USA to a place in China where it gets dyed or bleached—causing huge envi-
ronmental pollution—to the factories again in China, Bangladesh or Turkey, 
which partly employ refugees for very little money to produce clothes in an 
over-production that is over-saturating the market. The clothes not sold in 
shops in Western Europe or the USA are sent back to villages in India and 
Bangladesh to get shredded or are sent to Sweden to be burned so that the 
value of the brand is not cheapened. Finding a blanket that is made out of 
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