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Ashraf	 Atraqchi,	 journalist,	 art	 critic	 and	 curator	 from	 Irak,	 ICORN’s	 guest	 writer	 in	 Stockholm	
(Sweden)	from	2015	to	2017.	

	
ITV	Original:	29/11/2016	
	
1)	Why	did	you	have	to	leave	your	country?	

	
I'm	a	visual	artist	and	writer,	I	grew	up	in	the	city	of	Mosul,	I	was	very	active	in	the	cultural	field	of	
the	 city,	 and	 since	 I	 was	 a	 student	 in	 2004	 I	 worked	 in	 a	 cultural	 program	 on	 Radio	Mosul	 that	
focuses	 on	 artists	 and	 intellectuals	 who	 have	 had	 an	 important	 role	 in	 building	 the	 artistic	 and	
cultural	side	of	the	city.	After	that	I	received	several	threats	which	forced	me	to	quit	the	work	in	the	
radio,	all	the	threats	were	tagged	with	the	name	(Tawhid	and	Jihad)	which	is	the	origin	of	ISIS	as	we	
see	 it	 today,	They	 	kidnapped	a	 friend	of	mine	who	was	working	at	 the	same	radio	 station	which	
forced	me	to	resign.	After	I	quit	the	radio,	I	spend	full	time	work	between	writing	and	participating	
in	exhibitions	of	fine	art.	I	was	as	well	employed	by	Al-Mosul’s	city	museum	as	a	curator.	Under	this	
period	of	time	I	wrote	several	articles	about	young	artists	and	work	to	set	up	and	organize	number	
of	exhibitions	for	fine	art.	
	
	In	2006,	it	woke	up	in	the	morning	on	the	sound	of	a	terrible	explosion,	which	was	very	close	to	my	
house;	I	went	to	see	what	happened	
	I	found	it	the	most	beautiful	statue	in	the	city	has	been	terribly	destroyed,	the	statue,	which	I	loved	
since	my	 childhood	was	destroyed	into	 small	 pieces	 lying	on	 the	 ground,	 I	was	 able	 to	hear	 their	
pain.	 This	 terrible	 act	 was	 a	 motivation	 for	 me	 to	 start	 an	 organized	 campaign	 through	
the	newspapers	and	the	media	in	order	to	rebuild	this	statue	and	stop	targeting	journalists,	artists,	
and	sculptors.	I	even	visited	each	artist’s	home,	met	them	when	possible	and	met	their	family	and	
relatives	 when	 it	 wasn’t	 possible,	 collecting	 all	 the	 pictures	 they	 had	 for	 these	 art	 pieces	 and	
sculptures,	 also	 I	wrote	many	 biography	 articles	 about	 the	 artists.	 The	 articles	were	 published	 in	
several	local	newspapers.	It	felt	like	I	was	lying	down	in	a	dark	tomb,	and	the	words	I	wrote	was	the	
only	source	of	light.	
	
The	campaign	main	goal	was	to	help	to	protect	artists,	painters,	journalists	and	sculptors	who	were	
receiving	 threats	 because	 of	 their	 artistic	 work.	 I	 also	 aimed	 to	 protect	 the	 contemporary	
monuments	 in	 the	 city,	 and	 try	 to	 get	 the	 government	 to	 support	 rebuilding	 the	 ones	 who	 got	
destroyed	by	the	terrorist	attacks.	This	campaign	was	another	reason	to	threaten	me	and	call	me	a	
faithless	 by	 unknown	 people	 with	 a	 complete	 ignorance	 from	 local	 government	 to	 all	 of	 these	
threats,	 in	 one	 of	 the	 letters	 they	wrote	 that	my	 fate	will	 be	 similar	 to	 the	 sculpture’s	 that	 they	
bombed	recently,	and	they	actually	did,	they	carried	out	their	threat,	and	targeted	my	car	with	an	
explosive	device.	This	was	the	turning	point	for	me,	when	I	lost	the	recognition	of	everything.	I	was	
afraid	for	my	kids’	 life,	my	wife,	and	mine;	we	would	have	been	torn	into	pieces	if	we	were	in	the	
car.	All	of	that;	compelled	me	to	leave	the	city	and	move	to	a	smaller	village	called	Baashiqa,	at	the	
same	time,	what	happened	generated	in	me	the	sense	of	the	challenge	to	work	as	a	warrior	in	order	
to	maintain	the	cities	and	civilization	memory.	So	I	started	to	concentrate	on	writing,	I	wrote	several	
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documentations,	 and	 art	 critic	 articles	 about	 the	 contemporary	monuments	 and	 artists	 in	Mosul	
city.	All	of	this	work	was	published	in	several	local	newspapers,	and	also	in	my	personal	blog.		
	
In	 2014,	 after	 ISIS	 took	 control	 over	 the	 city,	 I	 had	 to	 escape	 Baashiqa	 and	 the	 city	 of	Mosul	 to	
Turkey.	 It	 felt	 like	 my	 soul	 was	 leaving	 my	 body	 at	 the	 time,	 I	 was	 one	 of	 the	 most	 painful	
experiences	I	had	to	go	through	in	my	entire	life.	At	the	same	year,	2014,	when	ISIS	published	their	
propaganda	 film	 about	 how	 they	 destroyed	 the	 city’s	 museum,	 I	 felt	 it	 was	 me	 that	 was	 being	
destroyed.	They	spared	nothing,	the	entire	ancient	heritage,	the	sculptures	which	were	thousands	
of	years	in	age,	even	the	wall	of	Ninveh,	they	used	bulldozers	to	destroy	everything.		
	
My	 escape;	 it	 was	 a	 horrible	 experience	 in	 Turkey,	 where	 I	 had	 nothing	 but	 a	 pen	 and	 a	 blog.	 I	
always	wondered	if	my	children	have	to	pay	the	price	for	things	that	I	wanted	to	do,	words	I	refused	
not	to	say.	After	one	year	in	Turkey,	I	was	granted	the	scholarship	of	being	the	guest	artist/	writer	in	
residency	by	Swedish	Pen,	and	ICORN,	Stockholm	was	my	host	city.			
	
2)	What	are	you	doing	in	the	city	which	shelters	you	and	your	family?	
	
In	Stockholm	I	had	the	sense	of	freedom	for	the	first	time,	after	years	of	persecution,	suppression,	
and	living	under	threat	in	Iraq	and	even	Turkey,	to	a	city	where	there’s	no	boundaries,	it	took	me	a	
while	 to	 adjust	 to	 this	 new	 situation,	 a	 step	 by	 step	 I	 started	 to	 feel	 that	 I	 am	 part	 of	 this	 new	
society.	The	exile	experience,	from	my	point	of	view,	was	more	than	a	chance,	a	chance	to	be	the	
voice	of	the	silenced	people	inside	Mosul	and	in	Iraq	in	general,	it	helped	me	to	be	a	bridge	between	
artists	back	in	home	and	the	free	world,	I	wrote	about	them,	about	their	work,	and	about	how	do	
they	see	things	and	the	situation	in	general	in	Iraq.	Also	during	my	residency	in	Stockholm,	I	worked	
on	documenting	through	several	articles	the	works	of	artists	from	this	city.	 I	also	spent	some	time	
researching	 about	 number	 of	 artists	 and	 journalists	who	were	 kidnapped	 and	 disappeared	 in	 the	
cities	occupied	by	Daesh	(ISIS).	 	On	academic	 level,	 I	held	many	 lectures	and	workshops	 in	several	
universities	 here	 in	 Stockholm	 and	 even	 at	 Linköping	University,	wrote	 several	 articles	 that	were	
published	in	Ord&Bild,	Aftonbladet,	and	one	coming	soon	with	Konstnären.		
	
3)	What	represents	the	importance	of	ICORN	for	you?		
	
ICORN	was	a	great	network	for	me;	they	helped	me	with	to	connect	with	many	artists	and	cultural	
organizations	here	in	Stockholm	and	even	in	other	free	cities.	It	helped	to	increase	my	knowledge,	
experience,	and	my	reach	out	ability,	also	provided	numerous	of	platforms	that	was	a	way	for	me	to	
discuss	my	work,	and	even	publish	some	of	it.	
	
4)	What	will	you	do	after	the	two	years	residency?		
	
In	Sweden,	I	was	granted	a	scholarship	for	two	years	that	are	almost	over	now.	I	have	now	to	think	
about	a	lot	of	things,	another	new	situation,	new	journey	to	extend	my	residency	in	Stockholm,	find	
a	new	place	to	stay.	At	the	same	time,	I	have	many	ongoing	project	plans,	one	aims	to	help	artists	
staying	at	asylum	accommodation	houses,	with	the	help	of	friends	and	Slaktshusateljeerna	we	are	
aiming	to	provide	them	a	short	artistic	residency,	material,	networking,	and	also	a	chance	to	exhibit	
their	art.	Another	project	 I	am	planning	 is	 to	help	children	 refugees	 to	 learn	about	art,	and	 invite	
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them	to	art	workshops	where	they	can	express	themselves	 in	new	creative	ways,	 I	actually	held	a	
recent	workshop	with	kids	at	Lava	Library	in	the	city	of	Stockholm	ended	with	an	exhibition	were	my	
fellow	 youth	 artists	 who	 participated	 had	 the	 chance	 to	 hang	 their	 art	 on	 the	 walls	 here	 at	
Stockholm’s	biggest	cultural	center.		
	
Biography:	

Ashraf	Atraqchi,	journalist/art	critic/curator		

The	independent	artist	and	writer	Ashraf	Atraqchi	(1980)	is	a	graduate	from	the	Fine	Arts	Institute	in	
Mosul,	northern	Iraq.	He	comes	from	a	family	of	artists	and	academics	in	Mosul	and	has	been	active	
in	Mosul’s	 cultural	movement	 since	 he	was	 a	student.	 He	 has	worked	 as	 a	producer	 of	 a	 cultural	
radio	 programme	 and	 he	has	published	 many	 pieces	 of	 literary	 and	 artistic	 criticism	 in	 Iraqi	
newspapers	 and	Arabic	 websites.	 Ashraf’s	 writings	 focus	 on	 the	 arts,	 particularly	 the	 protection	
of	historical	and	contemporary	sculptures	in	Mosul	city,	as	well	as	the	biographies	of	Iraqi	artists.	His	
articles	have	been	published	widely	in	various	newspapers,	magazines	and	cultural	websites,	such	as	
the	 weekly	 Iraqiyoon	 (Iraqis)	 newspaper,	 al-Tarbiya	(Education)	 magazine	 and	 Thakirat	 Madina	
magazine	(A	Memory	of	a	City).			

After	years	of	pressure,	threats,	an	attempt	on	his	life	and	finally	the	occupation	of	Mosul	by	IS	in	
2014	he	fled	from	his	home	town.	He	continued	to	write	articles	about	art	and	sculpture	from	exile.	

Ashraf	Atraqchi	arrived	to	Stockholm	with	his	wife	and	children	in	May	2015.	

Interview	(in	Swedish/Arabic)	with	Ashraf	Atraqchi	on	SverigesRadio	June	22nd	2015.	
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