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A REFUGEE CRAFT
 Stitches in time: the Bosna Quilts Werkstatt 
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In 1993, in Vorarlberg, western Austria, a 
group of women created the very first Bosna 
Quilts. They were crafted in the Galina refugee 
hostel just a year after the Bosnian War broke 
out. Initially intended only as a brief action during 
a three year period of conflict, the Bosna Quilts 
workshop evolved into an ongoing project 
encouraging refugee women to use textile 
crafting as their social, political and economic 
tool. The textile work that has emerged from 
the  conflict is little known, and the contribution 
that these refugee women have made to political 
textiles must not be neglected. 
 
Artist Lucia Lienhard-Giesinger was the founder 
of the workshop. Her idea emerged in response 
to the growing number of displaced people 
during the war. She travelled to a refugee home 
in the former barracks of Galina and shared her 
crayon sketches and textile designs with the 
residents who had fled their hometowns. A 
makeshift workshop was set up in a nearby 
garage and rapidly filled with over thirty women. 
Quilting offered a therapeutic pastime in a 
troubling period of uncertainty and danger, but 
also provided a stable income. Whether the 
quilts were later sold on or not, the women 
were paid immediately after completing their 
pieces. Stitch by stitch, the weavers could craft a 
more hopeful future with the promise of 
economic support and creative control.  
 
The Bosna Quilts’ making process functions in a 
very simple way. The colour schemes and 
patterns are designed by Lucia in Vorarlberg ! M
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and her vision is then brought to life by eleven 
women and their families living across Bosnia and 
Austria. Lucia is a painter and a quick glance 
around the Bosna workshop confirms this. A 
rainbow of quilts decorate the white walls, 
almost resembling Rothko works hanging in an 
art gallery. Abstract in pattern, but heavy in  
their emotional and political meaning, more than 
eighty are sold annually. Customers range from 
churches and museums, to private collectors, 
with each quilt costing up to 1,000 euros.  
 
After the workshop found its current home in 
Bregenz, Austria, exhibitions were quick to 
follow. The space showcases both vibrant 
contemporary patterns recently crafted by the 
Bosna women, whilst digging deep into the 
archives to celebrate rare vintage quilts. Indeed, 
exhibitions are a means for the workshop to 
expose its rich talents to a more international 
audience and to highlight its position as an 
organisation born out of a refugee community. 
Collaboration is at the core of Bosna Quilts in 
both their crafting process and their work with 
external museums, collectors and individual 
buyers. All are invited to reach out to the 
workshop and host their own Bosna Quilt 
exhibition and since 1993, up to twelve shows a 
year have been held, hosted in cities including 
Vienna, Paris, Istanbul and Gothenburg.  
 
The Bosna Quilt aesthetic is instantly 
recognisable. The graphic designs with soft 
colours are typically large-scale works with 
intricate patchworked piecing. Clean lines frame 

Previous Page Left; quilted by Hedija Kazagic 
Previous Page Left; quilted by Safira Hoso 

Left; quilted by Sada Srna 
Right; Lucia in Vorarlberg 
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the quilts, but upon closer inspection the deft 
amalgamation of square and rectangular shapes 
create unexpected ripples of texture. Although 
Lucia draws from a broad range of extravagant 
colours across the textiles, each quilt has its own 
contained spectrum of hues. A bold orange 
neighbours a paler peach, a pearl grey contrasts 
with creamy white, and a deep burgundy 
structures contains a lilac pattern. 
 
Textiles are interlaced with meaning and can be 
seen as layered forms of communication. Over 
the past few years activist craft pieces have 
become an increasingly popular form of protest. 
Social movements have used performative 
creations such as the feminist pink pussy hat and 
knitted left-wing march banners imploring ‘Save 
the NHS’. The Bosna Quilts are no different in 
their political charge and potential to remember 

troubling times, heal wounds and empower the 
makers in a knotted textile history. 
 
Described as ‘testimonies of cooperation 
between women from different worlds’, the 
quilts are narratives in themselves. They have 
recounted turbulent reform in former Yugoslavia 
and continue to speak for the lives of eleven 
different households. The makers compose a 
multi-layered medium and individually inject their 
own twist and emotional response to Lucia’s 
designs. Each quilt is unique and tells a different 
story of hope and survival that flows through the 
surface of the textile. 
 
The quilts are relics of the tumultuous Bosnian 
war that offer appeasement and opportunity. 
They compel us to both admire the works and to 
reconsider the relationship between context and D
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creativity, and between artist and subject. Today, 
the workshop continues to engage with the 
communities around it as well as online. Sharing 
current quilt designs on their Pinterest board, 
the workshop’s digital space has become a 
colourful patchwork in itself. Exhibitions, sales 
and the production  
of new patchworks promote the cultural 
significance of the quilts and pay tribute to their 
makers. In light of Austria’s hardline approach to 
tackle the migrant crisis and recurring attacks on 
refugee housing in Bosnia, the Bosna Quilts still 
hold relevance, prompting us to build on its 
legacy, reconsider forms of activism and to 
nurture the conversations the quilts have 
sparked.••• Lydia Caston The Bosna Quilt 
Werkstatt studio, Bregenz is open 11-4 
the first Saturday of the month. To make 
appointments T +43 69919078182. 


