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Artist Petrit Halilgj Is Bringing His
Whimsical, Poetic Work to the Met's
Rooftop

April 15, 2024

ANIMAL FARM Petrit Halilaj's mantra is coexistence, and this extends to all manner of flora and
fauna. Photographed here at the Tate St. Ives in 2021 by Angela Suarez.



hrough art, I've always been saving my life,” says Petrit Halilaj. “It was always a

way out and a window to imagination and dreaming and telling stories.”

Born in 1986 in what was then Yugoslavia and is now Kosovo, Halilaj was 13 when his
family home was burned to the ground by Serbian troops; he and his family—he has four
younger siblings—were later placed in an Albanian refugee camp. It was here that a
visiting Italian psychologist, Giacomo “Angelo” Poli, gave drawing paper and felt-tip pens
to a group of kids and told them to draw their fears and dreams. The 38 drawings that
Halilaj did in response—half of them of birds in idyllic landscapes, the other half of
burning houses, tanks, and Serbian soldiers with guns and bloody knives from the
massacres he had witnessed—eventually fueled one of the most electrifying and

humanistic careers in contemporary art.

TAKE FLIGHT
An installation at the Museo Tamayo in Mexico City in 2023.
Photography by Gerardo Landa and Eduardo Lépez (GLR Estudio). Courtesy of Museo Tamayo.



Halilaj is now a conceptual artist whose seductive and often childlike sculptures, drawings,
installations, and performances tell highly personal stories about a world in which refugee
crises, homelessness, and wars are common occurrences. Since his work appeared at the
Berlin Biennale in 2010, Halilaj has represented Kosovo at the Venice Biennale and had
solo shows at the New Museum in New York, the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles, Tate
St. Ives in England, and many others around the world. This month, he is installing a
major project on the roof garden of The Metropolitan Museum of Art. When we connect,
he has just returned to his house in Berlin after a week of teaching at the Ecole Nationale
Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris. (He also lives and works in Pristina, the capital of

Kosovo, and in Italy.) A blond, slim, wiry figure with a prominent nose, he speaks fast and

laughs often. Halilaj is not supposed to discuss the Met project in advance, but his

ELEMENTARY
An original drawing made by Hallilgj in a refugee camp in Albania when he was a child.
Petrit Halilaj, original drawings from the Kukés Il camp, 1999, felt-tip pen on paper. © Petrit Halila;j.

“Even if | cannot tell you exactly what it will come there,” he says, in his voluble but
sometimes inscrutable English, “what 'm bringing is more this sense of building a
personal map and trajectory of my life and dreams and imagination with reality. It’s
actually coming from my experience of the last two years, traveling not only back to

Kosovo, but to Albania, Montenegro, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia, all these countries



that I was very scared of before.” He began this journey in Albania, where his refugee
camp had been, and continued with many visits to schools in small towns. “I thought
knowing more people and more places in the region will help me to heal and see a possible
togetherness. The wars showed how unrespected many minorities were. And I feel that,
through culture, we can bring people to a new conversation.” He tells me he’s collecting
“an ensemble of sculptures that will come from very different backgrounds”

for The Met’s roof garden. “They will sustain each other sculpturally, blend together in

kind of a chorus that makes a new song.”

SUSPENDED ANIMATION
At the Tate St. Ives in 2021.
© Petrit Halilaj. Photo © Tate (Matt Greenwood).

The exhibition, which he was invited to take on by Sheena Wagstaff, head of modern and
contemporary art at The Met until a year ago, opens on April 30, and will be there for
much of the year. “The story Petrit is telling is always his story, but it’s also our society’s
story,” Max Hollein, The Met’s director, tells me. “He gives you a very emotional and
individual experience and, through his art, makes it something that a whole generation
can relate to. And that makes

it extremely powerful.”

rowing up in the small village of Runik in northern Kosovo, Halilaj could draw before he

could talk. He could sketch two pictures at once, using both hands, and he got a lot of



attention for it. Kosovo had lost its autonomy in the late 1980s, when
Serbian dictator Slobodan Milosevic seized control. The Albanian majority
in Kosovo, to which the Halilaj family belonged, was persecuted and forced
“to live in parallel systems, hidden and underground,” he remembers. It was
dangerous for Halilaj and his four younger siblings to play in public spaces or even go to
school. His family and all the other ethnic Albanians in the region were systematically
forced out of the country. “My house was burned in early *98, then my grandparents’
house in early ’99. They imprisoned my father and all the other men in surrounding

villages, and then we were forced to walk for days until we finally arrived in Albania. We

ended up in refugee camps in Kukés, one of the first cities after you cross the border.”

OLD AND NEW An installation Halilaj mounted with his husband, Alvaro Urbano, in Venice In 2023. Courtesy of
the Artists and ChertLudde, Berlin; kurimanzutto, Mexico City/New York; Mennour, Paris; Travesia Cuatro,
Madrid/Mexico City/Guadalajara. Photo: Gerdastudio

It was a grim and dull environment, but Halilaj “found a lot of happiness” with his
brothers and sisters because of their mother’s love and creative imagination. “My mom has
an artist’s mind,” he tells me. (Their father had been a cartographer; their mother made
clothes for women on her home sewing machine.) This is where Halilaj met Angelo, the
Italian psychologist, who encouraged him to make drawings. “The way he talked to us, he
was really able to make us share experiences,” Halilaj remembers, “which is the beginning

of healing after a trauma.” Angelo was only there for two weeks, but when he left Halilaj



wrote to him, and Angelo, who saw his talent and had kept all his drawings, wrote back.
They corresponded for several years. When Kofi Annan, the then secretary-general of the
United Nations, visited Halilaj’s refugee camp, Halilaj showed him a large drawing of a

child watching a massacre. “I made it to ask Kofi to stop the war,” he tells me. The scene

was captured on Albanian television.

HATCH AN IDEA
Another work by Halilaj and Urbano, What Comes First, from 2015.

Petrit Halilaj & Alvaro Urbano, What Comes First. 280 x 220 x 220 cm, resin, cement, metal, wood, alive chickens.
© Petrit Halilaj & Alvaro Urbano.

When the war ended, Halilaj and his family returned to Kosovo and struggled to restart
their lives. Halilaj went to an art school in nearby Peja, a larger town, where he fell in love
with painting, sculpture, and art history. He longed to study in Italy, and talked about this
in the letters he was still writing to Angelo. When Halilaj was 17, Angelo and his wife
invited him to come and live with them and their 20-year-old daughter. For the next four
years, Halilaj attended the Brera Academy of Fine Art in Milan and stayed with Angelo

and his family on weekends.

He also came out as gay. “I knew I was gay,” he says, “but I never could tell anyone in
Kosovo. I never saw two gay men in Kosovo together. But in Milan, there was a whole
community.” The world of contemporary culture opened up to him in Italy, not just visual
art but literature and cinema, especially Pasolini and Fellini. He went to Turin and

discovered arte povera through the work of Alighiero Boetti, Mario Merz, and Marisa




Merz. He remembers thinking, “Wow, you can use all these materials that come from
reality to express how we understand the world. I don’t want to do just painting. I want to

tell stories through everything you have around.”
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SOLAR POWERED

A view of the exhibition “To a raven and hurricanes that from unknown places bring back smells of humans in
love,” Museo Reina Sofia— Palacio de Cristal, Madrid, 2020-2021.

© Petrit Halilaj. Photo: Imagen Subliminal. Courtesy the artist, Mennour, Paris; ChertLudde, Berlin.

In 2010, having graduated from Brera Academy and moved to Berlin, Halilaj participated
in the Berlin Biennale. It was his debut show on the global stage. When he learned that
he'd be given a budget of about 30,000 euros for his Biennale contribution, he realized he
could use part of the money to help build the house that his parents dreamed of having in
Pristina, in order to give their younger children better educational opportunities. The
piece he made for the Biennale was a life-size replica, a ghost image of the framework of
their long-lost house. It was exhibited with live chickens roaming around and through it,
just as they had been back in Halilaj’s childhood home, and it bore one of his long poetic
titles: The places I'm looking for, my dear, are utopian places, they are boring and I don’t know
how to make them real. The actual Pristina house was eventually finished by his parents.
“My parents currently live in it,” he says, “and my four siblings were also there until they
moved out.” Elena Filipovic, who curated a Halilaj show at Wiels Contemporary Art
Center in Brussels in 2013, describes his Berlin exhibition as “not art imitating life or even

the inverse, but real life made into an art form.”



In 2011, the artist Alvaro Urbano
danced up to Halilaj at a club and said,
“Are you the chicken guy?” Nine years
later, they married in a joyous
celebration in their studio and home

Chickens have played a large part in Halilaj’s art and life. “I talked to chickens as a
chicken, in their language, when I was a kid,” he says. For a group show in Istanbul in
2008, he lived with chickens in a house he had built in a children’s playground. (The piece
is titled They are Lucky to be Bourgeois Hens.) And he began his ongoing drawing series of
Bourgeois Hens—pencil sketches of fowl with a regal manner—in 2009. Halilaj’s mantra is
coexistence. He wasn't allowed to bring live chickens to “Runik,” his current show at the
Museo Tamayo in Mexico City, where he has reinstalled his Berlin Biennale ghost house.
Instead, he brought 50 examples of the birds and creatures and costumes that he had
made over the past 13 years. “The costumes are alter egos that tell stories,” he explains.
(He wears them and performs at openings—he’s been a white raven, a chicken, a raccoon,
a moth, among other life forms.) As part of the show, he painted a large-scale chicken
spreading its wings in flight on the body of an Aeroméxico Boeing 737. The plane became

what he calls “a political flying chicken,” crossing borders throughout the Americas

without a visa.
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danced up to Halilaj and said, “Are you the chicken guy?” They met again two months
later. Soon after that, they started living together, along with 12 uncaged and free-flying
canaries. In 2020 they married in a joyous celebration in their studio and home. “It was

the most emotional and beautiful day of my life,” Halilaj says.



“It’s rare to find art (and an artist) that
is at once bitingly critical and
unabashedly hopetul,” says curator
Elena Filipovic

Nine months later, their joint installation “Forget Me Not,” a spectacle of giant fabric
flowers suspended from a glass dome ceiling, opened at the National Library of Kosovo in
Pristina. It was timed to coincide with the fifth annual Pristina Pride Week. All the flowers
had some connection to the artists’ lives, including an exact replica of the lily that was in
their engagement bouquet. Halilaj has been in the forefront of the gay rights movement,
lobbying the prime minister of Kosovo for LGBTQIA+ rights, especially the right to
marry, in the new civil code that is being written. “This law is extremely important to
ensure that the whole society will have the same rights,” Halilaj says, “and that there is
space for everyone to love and to live.” Once a year, Halilaj and Urbano travel to a country
they’ve never been to before. They spent Christmas this year in Morocco, with three days
in the desert and no phones, and then, on the way home, went to Madrid for New Year’s
celebrations with Urbano’s large Spanish family.

Filipovic, who will soon be the director of the Kunstmuseum in Basel, has been and
remains one of Halilaj’s most intuitive advocates. “It’s rare to find art (and an artist) that is
at once bitingly critical and unabashedly hopeful,” she tells me. “He maintains a childlike
wonder without for a moment being naive about the political forces that incite war, that

divide ethnicities, and that ultimately are fueled by interests of power.”

On The Met’s roof garden, there can be very high winds. Halilaj was amused to find in his
contract with the museum a clause specifying the art should be able to survive hurricanes.
“The stories I deal with in my art come from a very difficult history, but normally they go
to a safe place in a museum. It’s funny to think that my sculptures should have to survive
hurricanes at The Met. So sculpturally, metaphorically, these works that represent very
different ethnic backgrounds, will bend together, supporting each other, to survive a

hurricane.”
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Petrit Halilaj Dreams Big for a
Radically Different Mexico
Museum Show

. BY ALEX GREENBERGER February 8, 2024 12:00pm

Petrit Halilaj.
PHOTO JULIEN DE ROSA/AFP VIAGETTY IMAGES

are lucky enough to board specific Aeroméxico flights right now, you might find yourself
grewced by a plane that is host to an artwork. The painting, which appears on the aircraft’s side,



depicts a flying chicken that appears to soar when the plane takes off. “From Runik with love,”
reads text in Albanian that is scrawled on the fuselage.

The painter of this chicken is Petrit Halilaj (https://www.artnews.com/t/petrit-halilaj/),
the young Kosovar artist who remains a sensation, with grand installations of his appearing in
biennials and museums across Europe. Halilaj has never been one to color within the lines
dictated by institutions—he once diverted funds from the Berlin Biennale to build a new house for

his family—and so it only makes sense that his first show in Latin America exists not only within
museum walls but also in the form of an airplane that traverses the globe.

Right now, you can ride that Aeroméxico plane to Mexico City, where, at the Museo Tamayo
(https://www.artnews.com/t/museo-tamayo/), Halilaj is mounting something akin to a
mid-career survey. It features an array of artworks that attest to his various modes: gigantic
sculpted flowers, avian avatars, larger-than-life chicken legs. All are set within the Museo
Tamayo’s iconic atrium, which, like Halilaj’s art, renders the boundary between natural and
industrial fuzzy.

All the art that Halilaj produces has a fantastical vibe, as though it could not possibly be set in our
universe. But when Halilaj spoke by Zoom this week from his Berlin apartment, it became
apparent that his art is simply a mirror of his own world. His walls were lined with green plants,
and he spoke of the joy of hosting 12 uncaged canaries indoors during lockdown.

“I truly believe in blurring what is life and what is work,” he said with a smile. “You know, some of
my projects have made my life better.”

To learn more about the exhibition at the Museo Tamayo, which is hosting its annual gala tonight,
ARTnews spoke with Halilaj, who is also currently readying a rooftop commission for the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.

This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.

ARTnews: The architecture of the Museo Tamayo, which is set in Mexico City’s
Chapultepec Park, has such a rich history. How much did you consider it when you were
doing this exhibition?

Petrit Halilaj: I really needed to know the space. I needed to know the intention of [artist Rufino
Tamayo, the museum’s founder], how the museum had its own identity, how it connected Mexico
with international voices. Knowing the space, the animals, the dogs in the park, the birds—it was
all very important. There’s this incredible relation between inside and outside, natural and
manmade that’s being blurred.

I was super thrilled when the director of museum [Magali Arriola] told me that someone puts
flowers every week in the courtyard. She hasn’t seen who puts these flowers there because it
happens on the weekend. I thought: Wow! And I didn’t want to know, either. Maybe it’s one of the
guards or the people who works in storage.



You've frequently meditated on what constitutes a home, and indeed, the Tamayo show
even includes a sculpture intended to replicate the structure of your family’s home in
Kosovo.

José [Esparza Chong Cuy, the show’s curator] and I started to talk about the difference between a
house and a home. That’s probably where my difficulty to enter Mexico comes in. I couldn’t even
apply for a visa because Mexico has no diplomatic relation with Kosovo.

I couldn’t go to Mexico for many years—I only could go once I had an Italian passport through
Alvaro [Urbano, the artist to whom Halilaj is married]. When I finally got the passport, we
decided to do our honeymoon in Mexico. Magali toured us around the space and invited me to do
the show. I was already imagining live chickens and everything. She was like, “Do you like the
space?” And I was like, “I love it.” My first temptation was to have chickens and other animals in
around the museum, and to open the garden up. But because of the collection, this was not
possible.

The show is titled “RUNIK,” after a Neolithic settlement in Kosovo, which has been
something you've repeatedly addressed in your art. Most Mexican audiences will likely
have no relation to the history of Runik, however. Do you mind that?

The title of the exhibition refers to a precise place in time and space and geography that is so far
that it can become this imaginary land. Ninety-nine percent of [viewers] have never heard of it.
Also, Mexico, like many other countries in the world, doesn’t recognize Kosovo. I knew that
Albanian speakers from Kosovo would not come to the show because they cannot enter.

How did the Aeroméxico commission come about?

Since the beginning, I wanted to do something that was not in the museum. I was happy that I
was able to integrate Pierre Huyghe’s live blind cave fishes [part of a permanent work at the
museum ]—normally, artists would close it during their shows.

But I was talking to José and I said, “I can’t believe that no one can fly from Kosovo to come to my
show. Maybe you should just send an Aeroméxico flight to Kosovo once, then make it come back.”
It was a bit of a joke, partly utopian. He was like, “Oh, maybe I can do something about that.
Aeroméxico is quite supportive of the Museo Tamayo.” I come from Eastern Europe, and in the
Balkans, very logical things are impossible, but very big dreams can become real. So, I understood
that logic. The conversation became a meeting. That meeting became another conversation, and
people from Aeroméxico grabbed it.

I used the same technique as the drawings I made in a refugee camp [as a child]. I remember
chickens as my friends. I wanted to question what it means that people in a plane could fly with
an artwork, or as part of a chicken, but also, I wanted to ask questions related to immigration and
who can fly and who can cross borders. I love the idea that her wing kind of disappearing into the
aircraft wing and that the writing is in Albanian.



It’s clear that birds recur as symbol for you, as they have for over a decade in your art.
Do you feel that their meaning has changed for you over the years?

It has changed a lot. I wanted to play with this idea of home as a place of protection, but also as a
place of imagination. All my feelings about birds are all together in this exhibition.

For the opening in November, you wore a bird costume, something you’ve done several
times before. What was the response to that?

That costume is really relevant to me with everything going on. I felt way more comfortable as a
bird than as a human being. There’s been a big shock. We have to learn how to reformulate public
space and geopolitical relations. It’s an ever-shifting thing, and the bird really saved me.

So, I went to the performers in the exhibition by Ragnar [Kjartansson], which was in the other
room, at different times during the opening day. The musicians came toward me, and I was like,
“Guys, should we make the rounds?” We went together into the main space, where the bird lives,
and it was this magical moment where the two shows totally blurred. I love that you hear Ragnar’s
music throughout the whole experience. This merging of performers, I was so happy that this
happened. Many of the works are custom, so I started to talk with [artist] Minerva Cuevas, and
she told me about a performance she did when Denmark had very weird immigration laws. It was
about an ugly duck—she has a costume. I'm working with her, Damian Ortega, and Barbara
Sanchez-Kane, and I’'m in contact with Mexican artists. I want to host other artist tours in
costume.
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Petrit Halilaj Picked to Do Met's
Prestigious Rooftop
Sculpture Commission

e BY TESSA SOLONION November 30,2023 2:39pm

Petrit Halilaj.
PHOTO FRANCESC PASCUAL TORRENS

tropolitan Museum of Art (https://www.artnews.com/t/metropolitan-
m-of-art/) has tapped three artists for its 2024 facade, rooftop, and Great Hall




commissions, which are among the most prestigious—and visible—stages for art in New York.

On Wednesday, the Met announced that Kosovo-born artist Petrit Halilaj will transform the
Rooftop Garden with a sculptural installation based on the war that ravaged the Balkans during
his youth in the 1990s; the work will debut in April.

South Korean sculptor Lee Bul will unveil four sculptures for the museum’s Fifth Avenue facade
niches in September, and Taiwanese artist Tong Yang-Tze will create two large-scale calligraphy
works incorporating classical Chinese literature for the Great Hall, on view beginning in
November.

Met director Max Hollein said in a statement, “It is with great excitement that we announce the
artists for the 2024 contemporary commissions. All boundary-pushing in their own right, Petrit
Halilaj, Lee Bul, and Tong Yang-Tze will light up the three most prominent locations across the
Museum, engaging The Met’s global audience. We look forward to unveiling their commissions in
the year ahead.”

The commission series is part of push by the encyclopedic museum to center contemporary art,
sometimes in canon-expanding ways. Past participants have produced genre-bending artworks
that riff on—or outright challenge—its hallowed holdings.

Lauren Halsey’s lauded rooftop garden project, which closed this past October, repurposed
ancient Egypt iconography into a monument to her neighborhood of Los Angeles, and a
multimedia installation by Jacolby Satterwhite, comprised of many shifting sounds, animations,
and performances, is currently flitting across the cavernous Great Hall. The Satterwhite piece is
on view through January 7.

Lee will take over the facade niches rom Iranian sculptor Nairy Baghramian
(https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/14/arts/design/nairy-baghramian-met-
museum-facade.html), who won acclaim for her commission: large, abstract forms that
resemble igneous rocks, painted in garish colors that poke fun at the grandeur of their
neoclassical backdrop. Lee has exhibited widely in Asia and Europe, but the four sculptures she’s
set to make for the facade mark her first major presentation in the United States since a 2002 solo
exhibition at the New Museum. For that show, she made sleek, cyborgian sculptures that invited
interaction, to unsettling effect.

Tong, 81, is among the oldest artists to receive a commissioned from the museum. This will be her
first institutional commission outside Asia, where her calligraphy appears widely, including on
Taiwan’s passport stamp. Like a budding ocean wave, her script rises and breaks across
monumental canvases, displaying her mastery of the ancient art form.

Meanwhile, the Met is still at work on its new $500 million modern and contemporary art wing
designed by the Mexican architect Frida Escobedo. The project was announced in March 2022,
and is set to be completed in 2029.
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Met Announces 2024 Art Commissions, Including Lee Bul, Sculptor of
Cyborgs

Lee, of South Korea, will transform the facade; Petrit Halilaj of Kosovo, the Roof Garden; and Tong Yang-Tze, the Great Hall with
calligraphy.

6 By Zachary Small

Nov. 29, 2023

The Metropolitan Museum of Art has selected three international artists for commissions that will showcase contemporary art’s
capacity for “earned optimism,” the organizers said.

On Wednesday, the museum announced that the Kosovo-born artist Petrit Halilaj will take over the museum’s Roof Garden in April
with a meditation on conflict; the South Korean sculptor Lee Bul will transform the facade in September with futuristic statues; and
the Taiwanese artist Tong Yang-Tze will design two new works of calligraphy featuring classical Chinese texts for the Great Hall in
November.

“Art has to be a form of communication,” said David Breslin, curator in charge of the modern and contemporary art department. “It
has to embed within itself a form of critique, but it is also a form of optimism for how we can relate to each other.”

The facade and Great Hall commissions are the first projects at the Met to bear Breslin’s fingerprints. He joined the museum last year,
but the majority of his time is being spent on the development of a new wing for the collection that carries an estimated cost of $500
million. He succeeds Sheena Wagstaff, who favored exhibitions that connected art historical threads across continents. The new
commissions hint that Breslin might follow her lead.

In fact, the Halilaj exhibition started development under Wagstaff. The artist’s work is deeply rooted in biography, recalling his
experience as a child refugee through the 1990s during the brutal fighting in Kosovo as part of the breakup of Yugoslavia. For a recent
exhibition, he restaged drawings he had completed during that period as massive set pieces inside a gallery. For the Met Museum’s
Roof Garden, he is planning to further explore questions of displacement and history.

“Petrit is a true scenographer of collective memories linked to his homeland,” said Iria Candela, the Met curator working on the
project. “He is a master at bridging that gap, and at juggling memories and imagination as equally fragile.”

Petrit Halilaj was chosen to create an installation for the Roof Garden. Born in Kosovo, he
was a child during the wars there in the 1990s. His subject for the roof will be a meditation on
conflict. Guy Martin

The last artist to create an exhibition on the Roof Garden was Lauren Halsey, who installed a monument to friends and family from her
Los Angeles neighborhood in the style of an ancient Egyptian temple. Before her, the Philadelphia artist Alex Da Corte presented a
satirical image of Big Bird from “Sesame Street” swinging on an Alexander Calder mobile.

For the museum’s Fifth Avenue facade, which currently hosts a series of sculptures by Nairy Baghramian, officials said they quickly
reached a consensus on who the next artist would be when Lee’s name was mentioned.



Lee is regarded as one of South Korea’s leading artists. She came to prominence during the 1980s, when she staged performances
denouncing restrictions on women’s rights in her country. Her practice later transformed into glittering installations and cyborgian
sculptures that addressed the dystopian nature of progress. And though her work is the frequent subject of exhibitions in European
and Asian museums, her presentation of four sculptures in the niches of the Met facade will mark her first major project in the United
States since her 2002 solo exhibition at the New Museum, where she welcomed audiences into futuristic karaoke pods.

Tong, at 81, is one of the oldest artists to be commissioned by the museum, and this will be her first public commission outside Asia,
where her Chinese calligraphy has appeared everywhere from perfume bottles to Taiwan’s official passport stamp. She has become
celebrated for connecting the ancient practice of calligraphy with modern art, magnifying character brushstrokes to epic proportions
that force viewers to contemplate the size and sweep of her movements.

Tong Yang-Tze, a calligrapher, explodes the usually delicate strokes until they are huge and
bold. Te-Fan Wang/At Ease Studio

“We usually understand calligraphy as something scholars and elites enjoyed in their leisure time,” said Lesley Ma, the Met curator
who helped conceive of the Great Hall project. “But she enlarged characters in the scale and compositional strategy almost akin to
abstract painting.”

Ma observed that visitors next year will pass below Lee’s futuristic sculptures outside the museum, which she also helped plan, before
experiencing the two large calligraphy projects wrapped around the Great Hall.

“There will be a sense of wayfinding, orientation and repose,” the curator said.

Zachary Small is a reporter who covers the dynamics of power and privilege in the art world. They have written for The Times since 2019. More about Zachary Small
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Flaka Haliti, Under the Sun — Explain What Happened, 2022. Scaffolding, metal clouds, and light boxes from discarded found material of military
context, installation view. Photo: Ivan Erofeev, © Manifesta 14 Prishtina, © Flaka Haliti

Collective Dream
and Practice:
Three Artists at



Manifesta 14

Manifesta, also known as the European Nomadic Biennial, is currently in
Prishtina, Kosovo, through October 30, 2022. This 14th iteration, “it matters what worlds
world worlds: how to tell stories otherwise,” addresses the idea of reclaiming and
reimagining public spaces. Developed by curator Catherine Nichols with Manifesta staff
and other contributors, the show features more than 100 artworks by international artists
installed in a former brick factory, the largely unused Grand Hotel Prishtina, and other
spaces; in addition, 15 outdoor public art installations are placed around the city. These
three mini-interviews highlight the sculptural works of three participating artists from the
host country—Doruntina Kastrati, Flaka Haliti, and Petrit Halilaj.

Doruntina Kastrati

Robert Preece: Visitors encounter your installation Ring the bells my land (2017/22)
on the eighth floor of the Grand Hotel Prishtina. How did you go about working with
the site?

Doruntina Kastrati: The installation is located in the “ecological component” of the
multi-floor thematic exhibition “The Grand Scheme of Things.” At the entrance to my
environment, you see that it is populated by goat-like creatures, which graze near a lonely
satellite dish accompanied by the sound of rubble crunching underfoot. The view of the
city from the windows transports you to a post-human version of our planet. Ring the bells
my land responds to the disturbing situation of life on earth, which is becoming more
uncertain every day, and at the same time, it touches on speculations about moving to and
beginning a new life on the red planet, Mars.

RP: You have a diverse practice and use a wide range of materials and approaches.
Did this work present unique challenges?
DK: The selection of materials and working techniques mainly depends on my research



and concept for the work. With Ring the bells my land, which I first made in 2015-16, my
biggest challenge was presentation. I was skeptical about bringing it back since I felt that I
had lost my communication with it, but somehow I had the feeling that it fit the ecology
component. It’s very challenging for an artist to deal with previous works and see how
they adapt over the years.

Flaka Haliti

Robert Preece: How did you approach installing Under the Sun—Explain What
Happened (2022) on the roof of the Palace of Youth and Sports?

Flaka Haliti: To find the right location was not easy, since the work needs to have the sky
or a distant view to serve as a background within its frame. Prishtina doesn’t offer many
choices because new construction transformed the city after the war. The Palace of Youth
and Sports was one of the last locations that we considered. It was not my first choice,
though, because I was concerned about how an artwork could enter into dialogue with
such a monumental historical building—neither dismissing its iconic visual appearance
nor being eaten up by it. To what degree can this kind of visual dialogue be possible and
still be respectful?

The installation process itself was difficult, too—there is no easy access to the roof, and it
cannot be reached by a crane. Then, severe weather at the end of July brought damage
across the city, including to the work, which had to be reinstalled. As it was seen on the
preview days of Manifesta, Under the Sun—Explain What Happened consisted of three
main elements: scaffolding, metal clouds, and light boxes, made from discarded military
materials.

Kosovo doesn’t have its own military, so for now, it is under the NATO-led Kosovo Force
(KFOR). I was interested in critical questions about transnational versus national politics
in the representation of Kosovo, as a continuous cycle, a time lapse that loops in relation
to the status quo. As a gesture of demilitarizing aesthetics, I appropriated and re-arranged
discarded plastic window panels from a KFOR camp hangar, now home to the



. Activating the object in relation to new spatial information about
what is present, and through the power of imagination or abstraction, can change our
perception, which becomes a way of overcoming or rethinking history.

RP: Could you explain the design of the work?

FH: Over the course of more than 20 years, the plastic panels were burned by the sun,
which resulted in something resembling a wavelength of horizon colors. That’s basically
where my interest started. This enigmatic process inscribed itself in the material, leaving
magical traces as witnesses to time passed—an inanimate object, present but not existing
in the present tense. Perhaps it’s haunted by the specter of something, carrying a story left
to be told.

As poetic as the title sounds, Under the Sun—Ezplain What Happened is still posed as a
question. I intended to form an uncanny horizon as a sunset against the sky that glows or
burns slowly. Placed in contrast with cut-out patterns taken from military camouflage that
form a radiance of clouds at the edge of sky, the work stimulates the imagination with an
abstraction of how things could be.

Petrit Halilaj

Robert Preece: Could you translate the text that you installed along the roof of the
Grand Hotel Prishtina? And what is the significance of the stars?

Petrit Halilaj: The sentence, written in Albanian, is “Kur dielli té iké, do ta pikturojmé
qiellin.” It means, “When the sun goes away we paint the sky.” The inspiration came from a
short story by Njomza Vitia, who was a teenager in Prishtina when her book was
published. I have slightly modified the sentence, replacing the first person singular “I”
with the more collective “we,” which was aimed at addressing inhabitants of the city and
the country more explicitly.

Together with the letters of the new sign, the stars of the hotel were plugged in again and
multiplied—from 10 to 27. They had been turned off and taken down one by one as a
consequence of the former luxury hotel’s changing status; they were left lying on the
rooftop for a long time. The work reactivates them for the duration of the exhibition.



The project also has a participatory aspect. People from Kosovo were invited to make and
display stars of their own—some were created independently, others in workshops that we
organized in Prishtina and Prizren before the opening of Manifesta 14.

RP: What sorts of issues are you exploring in this work?

PH: Broadly speaking, it inquires poetically into the identity of a young country, affirming
the agency of its inhabitants in driving the future through collective dream and practice. It
also poses questions about which future we want to build together—the freedom we want
to achieve, the possibility of exploring new modes of living—basically building our own
identity in spite of international expectations and/or normative pressures. I think this
aspect particularly emerges in the disposition of the 27 stars, which climb and tumble
around the building, occupying unexpected spaces of the Grand Hotel. Their placement
questions expectations in terms of geometry, the architecture of the building, and the
hierarchy of the space in general. The work can be seen like a sculpture in expansion,
which mirrors the idea of expanding freedom in society, and of exploring new modes of
being.
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At Manifesta 14, Stars Reach Down to Earth
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Prishtina, 7 September 2022

Petrit Halilaj, When the sun goes away we paint the sky (2022). Exhibition view: It matters what worlds world worlds: how to
tell stories otherwise, Manifesta 14, Prishtina (22 July-30 October 2022). © Petrit Halilaj. Photo: Arton Krasniqi.



Cevdet Erek, Brutal Times (2022). Exhibition view: It matters what worlds world worlds: how to tell stories otherwise,
Manifesta 14, Prishtina (22 July-30 October 2022). © Cevdet Erek. Photo © Manifesta 14 Prishtina. Photo: Ivan Erofeev.

In Brutal Times (2022), the artist engaged with the abandoned section of the
building, where he installed a large L.E.D. screen with rhythmically changing
pages of the Rilindja newspaper, and a sound-and-light composition suggesting
an underground techno party.

At the Grand Hotel Prishtina, Manifesta 14's central venue, bright golden stars
appear to be falling onto the tall building's facade. The poetic title of this light
installation by Petrit Halilaj, When the sun goes away we paint the sky (2022),
appears as signage in Albanian on top of the building.



Petrit Halilaj, When the sun goes away we paint the sky (2022). Exhibition view: It matters what worlds world worlds: how to
tell stories otherwise, Manifesta 14, Prishtina (22 July-30 October 2022). © Manifesta 14 Prishtina, Petrit Halilaj. Photo:
Hana Agimi, YII Citaku.

Before the war, the Grand Hotel had been a prestigious five-star hotel, hosting
important political and cultural events, as well as one of Kosovo's main
contemporary art collections. Today, its semi-abandoned state makes for a
ghostly and nostalgic atmosphere.

In reflection of this derelict monument, Halilaj invites Prishtina's citizens to wish
on the falling stars materialised by the work, daring them to imagine a better
future. The gesture connects with Manifesta 14's engagement with long-term
infrastructural projects led by design-and-innovation firm Carlo Ratti Associati,
which utilise the methodology of open-source urbanism, based on civil
participation and feedback to create lasting change in the urban and social fabric.
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Manifesta 14 reinvigorates neglected spaces in Kosovo's capital

As well as filling Pristina with art, the nomadic biennial is trying to help its host city in the long-term

Jul 29th 2022 | PRISTINA

Share

AKING HIS way to the roof of the 13-storey Grand Hotel Pristina, Petrit Halilaj points out abandoned

bedrooms piled high with junk. The artist climbs a spindly metal ladder, then stands amid the signage
of this once five-star establishment. Manifesta, Europe’s nomadic art biennial, opened in Pristina, Kosovo’s
capital, on July 22nd. As its centrepiece, Mr Halilaj has rearranged and added to the Grand’s lettering to
broadcast a message of optimism: “Kur dielli té iké, do ta pikturojmé qgiellin” (“When the sun goes away, we
paint the sky”). He has positioned 27 illuminated stars in a cascade around its facade (pictured, below).

From here, you can see the whole of the city. Dilapidated structures from the Yugoslavian era dominate the
view: the curious concrete angles of the Palace of Youth and Sports; the brutalist Rilindja newspaper
printworks; and the chimneys of a vast former brick factory. The outer slopes of the capital are filled with new
towers erected during an ill-regulated construction boom. Scattered throughout are patches of wasteland




FPetrit HalilayManifesta 14/Arton Krasnigi

Manifesta was imagined as an experimental art biennial in Europe after the cold war. When the first edition
opened to the public in Rotterdam in 1996, the territories of the former Yugoslavia were in conflict. Now,
more than two decades since the end of the Kosovo war, Pristina is the first city in the western Balkans to host
the roving event.

Alacklustre edition in 2016 in the Swiss city of Ziirich prompted the directors of Manifesta to rethink.
According to the old format, a starry curatorial team brought international artists to a place for a multi-venue
exhibition, then departed after 100 days. This boosted tourism but there was little meaningful engagement
with the host city. “In the biennial landscape you had this distinction between the global and the local—local
artists were pushed into secondary position,” says Hedwig Fijen, the founder and director of Manifesta. By
contrast, the Pristina edition is unusually local in focus: 40 of the 102 artists are of Kosovan descent. Two-
thirds of all participants come from the western Balkans.

Contributing to the long-term development of a host city is now one of Manifesta’s overarching goals. Ahead
of the Palermo edition in 2018, OMA, a firm co-founded by pioneering architect Rem Koolhaas, was invited to
conduct a preliminary study of the host city, identifying issues of local concern. Manifesta was then built
around these findings and the success of the Palermo biennial inspired a new approach. Ever since, Ms Fijen
has been pondering “what difference a biennial can make and what it can do.” Of the €5m ($5.1m) budget for
Pristina, 15% will be spent on urban projects (20% is allocated to artists’ commissions). Here, for the first
time, Manifesta will leave a physical legacy: the crumbling Hivzi Sulejmani Library was renovated to become a
small culture and education centre. Ms Fijen secured the lease for five years.

“We wanted to start something that could continue in the long term: small interventions that, little by little,
could become part of the city,” says Carlo Ratti, an Italian architect and engineer whose bureau was brought in
to develop the urban programme. Through public consultation and by analysing public spaces in Pristina, Mr
Ratti came up with a few subtle yet significant changes for the city.

Most of Kosovo's capital does not appear on Google Street View. So for three months last year, students
studying architecture at the University of Pristina used GoPro cameras to build a visual map of their city.
Next, artificial-intelligence tools developed by MIT’s Senseable City Lab, where Mr Ratti is a director, were
used to analyse the images. Why did certain spaces remain unused? Parked cars blocking access and fly-
tipping were often to blame.



Using yellow paint and street furniture, Mr Ratti’s team made their “small interventions”. A street lined with
bustling cafés was pedestrianised. Cars were blocked from accessing the garden of the restored Hivzi
Sulejmani Library, which was also replanted. All of these modifications are reversible but locals are invited to
“vote with their feet”; to visit these spaces and determine which changes should become permanent. Mr Ratti
hopes this model of urban design, which encourages residents to participate, “will be known as the ‘Pristina
model’ for transformation”.

Manifesta’s opening shindig was held at the brick factory, which “was a rubbish dump for decades”, says
Perparim Rama, Pristina’s mayor, who is also an architect. He had it cleared at the biennial’s suggestion
(pictured, top). Another clean-up was conducted along a stretch of disused railway between the old

brickworks and the Palace of Youth and Sports, creating a 1.3km (nearly one mile) walkway. “Manifesta’s
interventions are a test,” says Mr Rama, who sees Mr Ratti’s vision of participatory urbanism “as an
opportunity to co-create the city”. The bigger question is whether the updates will endure once the biennial
moves on.

All this has stimulated plans for a contemporary-art museum in Pristina. Mr Halilaj, who became the first
artist to represent Kosovo at the Venice Biennale in 2013, is on the development team and thinks an existing
building should be chosen for the purpose: “For me, the number-one place to propose [as a gallery] is the
Grand Hotel.” Associated both with wartime atrocities and peacetime pleasures, “it has the darkness and light
of history embedded in its architecture”. H
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Manifesta 14 Hits the Mark With a Show that
Probes Kosovo’s Turbulent Past and Its
Asymmetrical Power Relations With the E.U.

But Prishtina's historical and monumental venues frequently overshadow the art

Willing to Be Vulnerable. © Lee Bul Photo © Manifesta 14 Prishtina Ivan Erofeev.



When the sun goes away we paint the sky (2022). ® Petrit Halilaj, Photo © Arton Krasniqi.

Manifesta’s central exhibition occupies seven floors of the Grand Hotel Prishtina. Once five-
starred, it is grand now in name alone. Taking to the roof, Petrit Halilaj, who is originally from
Kosovo, has transformed the defunct signage from the hotel’s fagcade into a new light display.
The re-arranged lettering now reads in Albanian: “When the sun goes away, we paint the sky.” It
is surrounded by stars that leap and tumble around the building. Halilaj, who in 2013 became
the first artist to represent Kosovo at the Venice Biennale, has jokingly informed Prishtina’s
mayor Pérparim Rama that he has gifted his city the world’s first 27-star hotel.
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A visitor at the installation of Kosovo artist Doruntina Kastrati’s installation
Biennale. Photo: BIRN

at the Grand Hotel for Manifesta 14

The Seapussy Power Galore — Abcession (If you don’t know, you don’t grow) performance by Mette Sterre at the Grand
Hotel for Manifesta 14 Biennale. Photo: BIRN/ Isa Vatovci
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The seventeen-metre floating ellipsoid, artistic intervention of Lee Bul at the Kosovo Palace of Youth and Sports. Photo:

BIRN/ Dorentina Kastrati

Scene from film essay of Jelena Juresa, Aphasia (Act three) on a well known photo of a Serbian paramilitary kicking the
dead body of a Bosnian woman in 1992. Photo: BIRN
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For its 14th edition, Manifesta, the so-called European Nomadic Biennial, set up its
camps in Kosovo’s capital Pristina. With its complex and violent history and diverse
heritage spanning from the Ottoman empire over unique brutalist buildings, Pristina
turns out to be the ideal host city for one of the most relevant biennials we have seen
in a long time.

“Why don’t you like us?” our young waiter asks with a disarming smile. With his deliberate
provocative question, albeit delivered in a friendly way, he voices the growing frustration of
his generation. As Kosovo, that unilaterally called its independence from Serbia in 2008
after years of bloody ethnic conflicts, is only partially recognised as a sovereign state, it is
the only European country where citizens are still subject to strict EU-visa restrictions.
Visa regulations turn out to be a lengthy, expensive, and an uncertain procedure for its 1.8
million inhabitants, the youngest population in Europe, cut off from the rest of the
continent. Hence, the idea to set up Manifesta 14 here can help to accelerate the process
of building a new civic society after years of conflict, corruption, and lack of city planning.
In line with Manifesta’s penchant for cities with an edge - with previous editions taking
place in Marseilles and Palermo - Pristina offers the ideal backdrop. Amongst the 25
venues that are used for the biennial’s parcours, some fascinating buildings like a 14th
century Ottoman Haman, the brutalist Palace of Youth and Sports and the National Library
of Kosovo, a weird yet fascinating construction crowned with dozens of space-like domes.
Curator Catherine Nichols baptised this edition It matters what worlds world worlds: how t
o tell stories otherwise and wants to apply a form of (collaborative) storytelling to deal with
the horrors of the past and imagine a new, bright future.

The epicentre of the biennial and the setting for the seven-floor thematic exhibition The Gr
and Scheme of Things is the Grand Hotel Pristina, a relic of long-gone days with thick,
worn-out carpet and faded grandeur. Petrit Halilaj, who represented Kosovo at the 2013
Venice Biennial, let the derelict stars, previously proudly adoring the hotel’s facade, tumble
down the building while injecting some poetry with a sentence on the roof top that
translates from Albanian as: “When the sun goes away, we paint the sky”. Halilaj is one of
the 103 participating artists at this year’s edition. 39% of them have Kosovar origins - the



highest number of local participants in the history of Manifesta - with another 26% from
the Western Balkans. The high percentage of ‘local’ artists gives this biennial its
relevance, as the usual biennial themes of identity, borders and migration are directly - or
indirectly - experienced by most of its population - of which one third has emigrated over
the years. The local clearly becomes global here.

Edona Kryeziu, who is part of the Kosovar diaspora in Germany, expresses the feeling of
being in limbo with a sound installation consisting of post parcels — a way of keeping some
form of contact with the outside world - functioning as a waiting room as the country’s
patience keeps on being put on the test at various summits on potential EU-accession.
Adrian Paci, one of the few globally known Albanian artists, made a two-screen video
rendering this notion of exodus in a very simple yet poetic way, by an almost dreamlike
parade of citizens and their cattle on small roads throughout the Albanian mountains. The
traumas of the past are not avoided either. Zagreb-born, Brussels-based Hana MiletiC is
known for her handwoven textiles, based on pictures from broken architectural elements
that have often been repaired in a clumsy, DIY-way. The works not only refer to makeshift
solutions, but also to the notion of healing. How scars from the past can be easily
reopened in the present is also addressed in the gripping video by Serbian-born Jelena
JureSa. A Croatian woman seems to be intrigued by a DJ at a party who, she is soon
shocked to find out, was part of a notorious Serbian paramilitary unit. He was the man
who, in an almost nonchalant way, kicked the dead body of a Bosnian woman lying on the
ground, as immortalised in 1992 in a press picture that is as iconic as brutal. The video is
part of a tryptic, called Aphasia and ends with an ecstatic dance in the nightclub, to forget
the horrors from the past.




Unlike some of the other venues, the three-floored Hertica School House, on the hillside
outside the city, is not exactly an architectural masterpiece. Yet, it is a place of historical
importance and a testimony of the Albanian-Kosovars resilience. As the Albanian-
speaking majority was banned from public life during the repression by the Serbian
regime, the house functioned as an illegal school where students could follow courses in
their mother tongue during different shifts a day. Amongst the debris of the classrooms
that were trashed by the Serbs, one can watch several heart-warming testimonies of
students and teachers on this illegal schooling, as a form of oral history. On the way up to
the Hertica School, one passes the ruins of what was once the Marsi supermarket, later
converted into a restaurant, then a nightclub, before falling into disrepair. With its unique
tent-like structure, it was an example of Yugoslavian modernism, a style that
architecturally wanted to translate the vision of a new, modern nation state. The artist
KOIJA and a group of architecture and design students delved into official archives and
family albums to reconstruct the rise and fall of this fascinating building.

The Centre for Narrative Practice, housed in the former Hivzi Sulejmani Library that has
been specially restored for the occasion, focusses on different ways of storytelling,
whether it be by means of speculative science fiction of the Kosovar StorylLab or the tales
that Sami Mustafa collects from the Roma community he grew up in. When the biennial is
over, The Centre for Narrative Practice will continue its function as a research centre and a
place to read or follow workshops in podcast, creative writing, etc. The Centre for Narrative
Practice was created after a demand from the local community to fill in the gap that was
left when the original library closed its doors in 2016. Together with transforming the
industrial site of the Brick Factory - that was used as an illegal garbage dump - into a
multifunctional venue and turning a former railway road into a Green Corridor, it's




Manifesta’s way to leave a legacy beyond the hundred days the biennial is running. The
urge to reclaim the public space and empower the local community is clearly more than a
hollow phrase here. This edition of Manifesta 14, one of the most relevant we have seen in

a long time, proves that art can still be a vehicle for somal change, deal with troubles from
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and belonging.

Manifesta 14 is open in Prishtina for a 100-day programme of art, performances, events
and workshops, until October 30, 2022.

Brussels-based art critic SAM STEVERLYNCK writes for DAMN?® and various other publications. In 2014 he curated A Simple
Plan, an exhibition in a private villa designed by Stéphane Beel. He is also one of the driving forces behind an artists’
residency in a 1958 villa designed by artist/architect René Heyvaert.
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At Manifesta 14, Stars Reach Down to Earth

By Mirela Baciak
Prishtina, 7 September 2022

Petrit Halilaj, When the sun goes away we paint the sky (2022). Exhibition view: It matters what worlds world worlds: how to
tell stories otherwise, Manifesta 14, Prishtina (22 July-30 October 2022). © Petrit Halilaj. Photo: Arton Krasniqi.



Cevdet Erek, Brutal Times (2022). Exhibition view: It matters what worlds world worlds: how to tell stories otherwise,
Manifesta 14, Prishtina (22 July-30 October 2022). © Cevdet Erek. Photo © Manifesta 14 Prishtina. Photo: Ivan Erofeev.

In Brutal Times (2022), the artist engaged with the abandoned section of the
building, where he installed a large L.E.D. screen with rhythmically changing
pages of the Rilindja newspaper, and a sound-and-light composition suggesting
an underground techno party.

At the Grand Hotel Prishtina, Manifesta 14's central venue, bright golden stars
appear to be falling onto the tall building's facade. The poetic title of this light
installation by Petrit Halilaj, When the sun goes away we paint the sky (2022),
appears as signage in Albanian on top of the building.



Petrit Halilaj, When the sun goes away we paint the sky (2022). Exhibition view: It matters what worlds world worlds: how to
tell stories otherwise, Manifesta 14, Prishtina (22 July-30 October 2022). © Manifesta 14 Prishtina, Petrit Halilaj. Photo:
Hana Agimi, YII Citaku.

Before the war, the Grand Hotel had been a prestigious five-star hotel, hosting
important political and cultural events, as well as one of Kosovo's main
contemporary art collections. Today, its semi-abandoned state makes for a
ghostly and nostalgic atmosphere.

In reflection of this derelict monument, Halilaj invites Prishtina's citizens to wish
on the falling stars materialised by the work, daring them to imagine a better
future. The gesture connects with Manifesta 14's engagement with long-term
infrastructural projects led by design-and-innovation firm Carlo Ratti Associati,
which utilise the methodology of open-source urbanism, based on civil
participation and feedback to create lasting change in the urban and social fabric.
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Manifesta 14 Hits the Mark With a Show that
Probes Kosovo’s Turbulent Past and Its
Asymmetrical Power Relations With the E.U.

But Prishtina's historical and monumental venues frequently overshadow the art
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Willing to Be Vulnerable. © Lee Bul Photo © Manifesta 14 Prishtina Ivan Erofeev.



When the sun goes away we paint the sky (2022). © Petrit Halilaj, Photo © Arton Krasniqi.

Manifesta’s central exhibition occupies seven floors of the Grand Hotel Prishtina. Once five-
starred, it is grand now in name alone. Taking to the roof, Petrit Halilaj, who is originally from
Kosovo, has transformed the defunct signage from the hotel’s facade into a new light display.
The re-arranged lettering now reads in Albanian: “When the sun goes away, we paint the sky.” It
is surrounded by stars that leap and tumble around the building. Halilaj, who in 2013 became
the first artist to represent Kosovo at the Venice Biennale, has jokingly informed Prishtina’s
mayor Pérparim Rama that he has gifted his city the world’s first 27-star hotel.
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“Evidence”

MERCER UNION
1286 Bloor Street West
June 24-August 20, 2022

Children’s art has been a frequent source of inspiration for the avant-garde, but is rarely
accorded the proper importance because it is seen as a form of unbridled, naive creativity,
plagued by a sentimentality for a lost state of innocence that never existed in the first place.
“Evidence,” a group exhibition curated by Amy Zion, attempts to upend these
assumptions, treating children’s mark-making practices as part of a shared historical and

cultural record.

Using only the pictures created by kids at a residential school in northern Ontario, the
documentary Christmas at Moose Factory, 1971, by renowned Abenaki director Alanis
Obomsawin, is the most raucous and lively of the works on view. Overlaid with the words,
laughter, and songs of Cree students, Obomsawin’s short film captures her protagonists’
memories, feelings, and aspirations as the holiday season approaches. The noisy scenes of
village life filled with dogs barking, Ski-Doo engines revving, and young people laughing
are complemented by bold drawings of sleds, pets, and home-cooked meals. Yet the
children’s drawing repertoire becomes narrower, more conventional, and more routine as
they move on to depict—and slyly poke fun at—the choreographies of Christianity they are

forced to perform and internalize at the school, a product of a violent colonialist system.

Ulrike Miiller presents eight reproductions of pencil drawings made by children who
survived the Spanish Civil War and places them atop a colorful mural, executed by a local
Canadian artist, of interlocking animal and abstract shapes. The mural’s pastel colors and
cheerful imagery recall the interiors of certain youth institutions, yet feel flat against

pictures of war planes, displacement, and disaster.

Oscar Murillo’s ongoing project, Frequencies, 2013—, comprises more than forty thousand
pieces of raw canvas packed with doodles and abstract forms rendered in ink, Wite-Out,
and paint. The artist had these surfaces, originally blank, sent to schools around the world
and affixed to students’ desks for a semester in order to record their handiwork, resulting

in images that index moments of boredom, frustration, and reverie. Petrit Halilaj’s objects



similarly treat children’s drawings as symptoms of psychological events. Halilaj transferred
pictures scratched into desks from his elementary school in Runik, Kosovo, to roughly

hewn iron sculptures that imposingly hang throughout the gallery.

What unites all the works in this show is a steadfast refusal to water down a child’s vision
of life for the purposes of adult nostalgia, offering us a rare glimpse into the ways young
people are always responding to the world-making and world-ending cultures that enclose

them.

— Gabrielle Moser
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WIR SCHREIBEN KUNST.

Reifdt sie nieder!

»<Adjustable Monuments" in der Sammlung
Philara

REVIEW
28. Februar 2022 « Text von Julia Stellmann

Vor der Sammlung Philara steht ein leerer Sockel. Er
tragt ein Gerucht wie eine nahegelegene Tafel verrat.
Der Sockel aber ist nicht das einzige denkwurdige
Denkmal im Dusseldorfer Privatmuseum. Woran wollen
wir uns erinnern? Was soll ins kollektive Geddchtnis der
Menschheit eingehen und exponiert auf Sockeln im
offentlichen Raum platziert stehen? Zehn internationale
Positionen widmen sich mit ,,Adjustable Monuments*
der Frage, wie die Denkmale der Zukunft aussehen
konnten.



Petrit Halilaj: Very volcanic over this green feather, 2021, Installation view, © the artist; ChertLiidde,
Berlin; kamel mennour, Paris/London, Photo: Kai Werner Schmidt

Ein Baum, ein paar Vogel, ein Sonnenuntergang, ein bewaffneter Soldat
schweben in wenigen Linien klar umrissen als groformatige Filzarbeiten in der
Ausstellungshalle der Sammlung Philara in Disseldorf. Als eine Art Chiffren fiir
die bezeichneten Objekte wirken sie wie Kinderzeichnungen. Und tatsachlich
stammen die luftigen Zeichnungen aus der Feder des 13-jahrigen Kiinstlers
Petrit Halilaj. Es sind Eindriicke, die er wahrend des Kosovo-Krieges (1998-99)
im Fluchtlingslager Kukés II in Albanien aufzeichnete. Den Wert der Bilder
erfahrt der junge Kiinstler schon frith, als dem damaligen UN-Sekretar Kofi
Annan eine der Filzstift-Zeichnungen liberreicht wird, sie zum zeithistorischen

Dokument wird.
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Petrit Halilaj “Very
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Petric Halilaj “Very volcanic over this green feather” at Tate St Ives. Photo: Tate Photography (Matt Greenwood)



Tate St Ives presents “Very volcanic
over this green feather”, a major
new installation by Petrit Halilaj for
his first solo exhibition in the UK.
Halilaj is internationally recognised
for his expansive artworks, often
using his own biography as point of
departure to reflect on private and
collective histories in constant
transformation. Deeply connected
to Kosovo's recent history, he
frequently incorporates materials
from his native country and re-
elaborates them through
installation, performance, textiles,
drawing and video. Halilaj’s work
explores issues related to individual
memory and cultural identity.

This exhibition at Tate St Ives
stems from Halilaj’s own personal
story, while also bringing forward
the collective trauma of the Kosovar
Albanian people and other
survivors of conflict. Displaced by
the Kosovo War as a thirteen-year-
old, Halilaj and his family lived at
the Kukés II and Lezhe-Shengjin
refugee camps in Albania in 1999.
For this exhibition, Halilaj will
present a poignant new installation



reimagining a collection of felt-tip
drawings he made as a child at
Kukeés II.

The original pictures were created
under the guidance of Italian
psychologist Giacomo ‘Angelo’ Poli,
who was taking partin a
humanitarian mission at the
refugee camp. Poli supported the
children in communicating their
experiences through drawing,
encouraging them to document the
destruction they had experienced
but also to imagine ideal, fantasy
worlds for the future as a tool to
escape the present. In a period of 15
days, Halilaj created 38 drawings,
all of which have been preserved by
Poli until today. After Poli’s
departure, Halilaj continued to
create drawings of his experiences,
one of which he showed to Kofi
Annan, then Secretary General of
the United Nations, when he visited
Albania.

Since 1999, Poli has become a close
friend and supporter of Halilaj, who
is now an established artist based in
Berlin. In 2021 Halilaj revisited the
original pictures he made with Poli
for the first time in over two
decades. Informed by those



conversations, Halilaj will create an
immersive environment within
Tate St Ives’s largest gallery,
magnifying and reconstituting
fragments from the original
drawings on a grand scale to reflect
on personal and collective
memories. Fusing the atrocities he
witnessed with his birds and
fantastical visions, the exhibition
will present a powerful meditation
on conflict, hope and memory.

Curated by Anne Barlow, Director
of Tate St Ives, with Giles Jackson,
Assistant Curator.

At Tate St Ives
until January 16, 2022
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Petrit Halilaj reflects on
trauma and hope at Tate St
Ives

The artist looks back to his childhood drawings, made in a refugee camp during
the Kosovo war, for a new exhibition at Tate St Ives, interspersing landscapes
and birds with scenes of wartime devastation to create a powerful immersive

environment

The Kosovar artist Petrit Halilaj in spring 2021, with some of the 84 silhouettes that feature in his ‘Very

volcanic over this green feather’ exhibition at Tate St lves. Made from pieces of felt printed with the artist’s
childhood drawings on one side, they form an immersive installation inspired by trauma and hope.
Photography: Angela B Suarez



n1999, when Petrit Halilaj was 13, Serbian troops swept through his native
Kosovo and forced him and his family to flee into refugee camps in nearby
Albania. Wartime destruction, forced displacement and loss came to
define his youth, and eventually shaped his career as an artist. Now one of
the foremost cultural figures to have emerged from his young homeland, he has

explored these themes with poignant urgency.

Cultural identity, nationhood and heritage

At the Berlin Biennale in 2010, Halilaj famously reconstructed the scaffolding
of his family home, which was burned down in the village of Kostérc during the
war and would later be rebuilt in the capital city of Pristina, and let loose a
flock of live chickens as symbols of rural life and recovered freedom. He
subsequently meditated on migration and integration through large-scale
recreations of the jewellery that his mother had buried in the soil in their
original home when they prepared to escape, and by filling an Art Basel booth

in 2011 with the same soil.

Halilaj's The places I'm looking for, my dear, are utopian places, they are boring and | don't know how to make
them real, installed at Berlin's KW Institute for Contemporary Art for the 6th Berlin Biennale, 2010.
Photography: Uwe Walter, courtesy of the artist

Contemplating wider themes of nationhood, he created a giant bird’s nest out
of Kosovan soil, branches and twigs for the country’s first pavilion at the
Venice Biennale two years later, and then resurrected specimens from the
vanished Natural History Museum of Pristina for a solo show at the Wiels

Contemporary Art Centre in Brussels.

Adding to this more recent projects — such as Ru (2017), inspired by Neolithic
artefacts from the town of Runik that wound up in Serbian hands because of
the war and remain inaccessible to Kosovars; and Shkrepétima (2018), which
presented collective memories of Runik’s citizens as a performance on the ruins
of the former House of Culture - and Halilaj’s ability to give widely resonant

form to his personal histories becomes abundantly clear.
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Haliaj's Ru, installation view at New Museum, New York, 2017. Photography: Dario Lasagni, courtesy of the
artist, ChertLcidde, Berlin, kamel mennour, London/Paris

Petrit Halilaj’s new exhibition at Tate St Ives

There is, however, one aspect of his biography that Halilaj was hesitant to mine
for many years - his actual experience of the Kosovo War, which he is finally
drawing on for a major installation at Tate St Ives, his first solo exhibition in a
UK museum. ‘For a very long time, I preferred to not talk about it, or to not
remember it in detail, because I'm fascinated by what I can do today, speaking
to personal and national identity, and what it means on a larger scale, he
explains over Zoom from his Berlin studio. ‘I never went back to the conflict,
and I was very annoyed by journalists who were interested in my experiences as

arefugee’

What changed? The passage of time, which empowered Halilaj to finally
confront his traumas head-on. Ongoing experiences of erasure, which
prompted a realisation of how a conflict from two decades ago continues to
reverberate in contemporary politics (in 2019, the president of Serbia expressed
public support for the demonstrably false claim that the Rac¢ak massacre of
1999 never happened). There was also the Covid-19 pandemic, which compelled

the normally peripatetic artist to slow down and revisit his memories.

In lockdown, he had plenty of time to call an old friend, the Italian
psychologist Giacomo ‘Angelo’ Poli. They first met at the Kukés II refugee
camp in Albania in 1999, where Halilaj and his family were living, and Poli was
part of a humanitarian mission. Poli wanted to help children at the camp to
communicate their experiences, but he couldn’t speak any Albanian nor they
English or Italian - so he offered them felt-tip pens and paper and asked them

to draw.

‘After almost a month in the camp, where we had no education, I heard there
was a programme for kids. I often describe it as one of the best presents of my
life, the artist says. The workshops were therapeutic, a respite from the

hardships of the camp and a much-needed outlet: ‘We drew about the war, and



it was one of the first times an adult would give us space to say something
[about our experiences]. It wasn’t just the personal need for expression. We
were trying to inform everyone we could about who we left behind, and what

we just saw, and the extremely hard time Kosovo was going through.

Halilaj with psychologist Giacomo ‘Angelo’ Poli at Kukés Il refugee camp, Albania, April 1999. Archive of

Giacomo Poli

He depicted scenes of devastation - military helicopters descending on Kosovo,
tanks tearing their way through the countryside, homes going up in flames,
soldiers holding civilians at gunpoint, a family being massacred. But with Poli’s
encouragement, he also drew the same things he had drawn before the war, the
idyllic landscapes and fantastic birds that now seemed a world away from his
current situation but could offer a sense of normalcy and spiritual sustenance.
Halilaj made quite an impression, first with his insistence on having twice the
number of pens as other children (he is ambidextrous) and then with the
drawings themselves, which attracted the attention of the international press
and eventually the then UN secretary general Kofi Annan, who asked to see

the young man on a visit to the camp.

Halilaj struck up an immediate friendship with Poli, who had to depart after 15
days, taking with him 38 artworks by Halilaj and leaving behind contact
information and more drawing materials. ‘[ wrote to him anytime I could in the
years to come, Halilaj says. ‘Back in Italy he showed my drawings, alongside
those of other kids, and persuaded his municipality to give me a grant to go to
the only art high school in Kosovo after the war. Eventually, Angelo and his
wife hosted me for three years when I was at university [the Brera Academy in

Milan]. They became my second family.



One of 38 felt-tip pen on paper drawings that Halilaj produced under Poli's guidance at Kukés Il camp in 1999

Petrit Halilaj on the stories that shape our lives

It was thanks to his recent conversations with Poli that Halilaj decided to
revisit his 38 early drawings for Tate St Ives. He asked Poli to scan the drawings
(he still prefers that the psychologist keeps them), and they began to discuss
them one by one. Five or six drawings in, ‘I started to be fascinated by how
reality and fiction were already mixed in my mind [at the time], and I was
asking questions about what I could do with such stories that shape your life,
and how impossible it is to keep them frozen, because they still shape you’,

explains the artist.

‘I thought it would be amazing to have the chance to
elaborate on the idea of traumatic events talking to
your biggest hopes and dreams, how the two can

sustain each other’

He was also inspired by the work that Poli had been doing with theatre
techniques - acting as a way to process trauma. From there came the idea of
creating an immersive environment in Tate St Ives’ largest gallery (measuring
26m x 16m x 7m), like a gigantic theatre set, formed from magnified fragments
of the drawings suspended from the ceiling. Each fragment, an outsized piece
of felt printed on one side and offering only a silhouette on the other, relates to
either war or fantasy, and Halilaj is configuring them so that viewers, on
entering the gallery, witness a happy, utopian scene featuring birds in vivid
colours, unaware of the horrors that await. “The further you go in, the more the
story of the war will unfold, and when you reach the other side and turn

around, the impression is that of terror’

Visitors exit the gallery from the same door they came in, so they have to
traverse Halilaj’s environment from this wartime perspective. As they leave,

should they choose to look back, they will once again encounter the original



landscape, but in all likelihood they will struggle to shake off the visions of
devastation, says the artist - ‘I'm interested in this idea that you will never see

only the birds again. In your memory, it will always be the other side’

Halilaj in his Berlin studio in spring 2021, with one of the giant fragments that will feature in his Tate St lves

exhibition. Photography: Alfredo Ramos Ferndndez

Titled Very volcanic over this green feather, the work encourages empathy
with the victims of war, but also articulates a certain optimism: while most of
the 90 or so fragments hover mid-air, one is placed on the floor and printed on
both sides. It’s the child from the drawing that Halilaj had presented to Annan
in 1999, and in the context of this installation it feels autobiographical. “There’s
a magic to bringing together all these different events in your life, and building
a new story with them somehow, says Halilaj, who considers himself one of the
lucky ones, to not only have survived the war but also found a better life

afterwards.

To contextualise the installation, Halilaj is dedicating an adjoining gallery
space to additional information about the war, and the political and social
contexts that continue to impact Kosovar society and diaspora. Among the
exhibits will be a replica of his grandfather’s diary, which sees recollections of
normal life brutally interrupted by vignettes of war, and a photo album from
Poli, alongside Annan’s notes on the Kosovo war and footage of his visit to

Albania, to contrast local and international perspectives.

‘I share the story of presenting my drawing to Kofi Annan. He asked me to give
it to him, so he could bring it to the UN for a meeting on Kosovo the next
week, and all the nations would see it. Today, I understand what he was saying.
But at the time, I just remember my father saying that the war would have
stopped earlier if Annan had wanted. So I didn’t give it to him, recalls the

artist.
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Detail of Halilaj's Berlin studio, featuring scans from the artist’s childhood drawings with elements of

devastation and escapism. Photography: Angela B Suarez

Trauma, hope and joy

Halilaj’s exhibition has been curated by Anne Barlow, director of Tate St Ives,
who says she is ‘captivated by the power and presence of what he does. [This]
significant new work is perhaps his most personal reflection on the trauma of
the Kosovo war, shaped through the perspective of time. It draws on his own
experiences of the war, but it also acts as a touchpoint for the memories and
experiences of others, and this in turn opens up important conversations for all
of us about the unique perspectives that art can bring to issues like conflict,

displacement and oppression.

Halilaj admits that he embarked on this exhibition to move past his own
traumas. ‘Actually, you learn that trauma will always be in life; he reflects. ‘It’s

just how we use it, and what we do with it that can change, that’s in our hands.

"It’s not in our hands to take trauma out of our lives.
It’s what makes us who we are!



To a raven and hurricanes that from unknown places bring back smells of humans in love, by Halilaj and his
life partner Alvaro Urbano at Madrid’s Palacio de Cristal in 2020. The artists created an installation of giant
flowers, made from painted canvas stretched over steel frames, representing milestones in their
relationship. Photography: Imagen Subliminal, courtesy of the artist, ChertL(dde, Berlin, Kamel Mennour,
London/Paris

In a way, Very volcanic over this green feather dovetails with an installation
that Halilaj and his life partner, fellow artist Alvaro Urbano, created for
Madrid’s Palacio de Cristal last year. Transforming the glasshouse into a giant
bird’s nest, they installed a series of enlarged flowers (made from painted
canvas stretched over a steel framework) that represent milestones in their
relationship. The installation not only stood as a dedication to queer love, but
also expressed an aspect of Halilaj’s identity that he once thought incompatible
with his Kosovan heritage - “We don’t have Pasolini, we don’t have Almodovar’,

he quips in reference to his country’s lack of prominent queer figures.

Happily, the tides seem to be changing; this July, he and Urbano were invited to
present the flowers under the cupola of the National Library of Kosovo, as part
of the Autostrada Biennial and coinciding with the nation’s fifth annual Pride
Week. It felt like a homecoming, he tells me, a testament to the joys of living

authentically and without fear, of sharing one’s full self with the world. %
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ESTA ES LA HISTORIA
DE LAS FLORES GIGANTES
DEL PALACIO DE CRISTAL

Petrit Halilaj y Alvaro Urbano han capturado nuestra necesidad de mensajes
de esperanza con las enormes flores, simbolo de su historia de amor, que han ‘plantado’
primero en Madrid y ahora en mds capitales. Los artistas nos abren su estudio berlinés

rexto Tom C. Avendaiio FOTOGRAFIA Angela Sudrez



“Le dije a Petrit que si me pedia que
me casara con ¢€l, lo hiciera bien.
Llend la casa de amapolas”, Urbano

ARRIBA, PETRIT HALILAJ CON LA

MAQUETA DE SU INSTALACION
ESCULTORICA EN EL PALACIO DE
CRISTAL DE MADRID.

ABAJO, ALVARO URBANO EN EL
ESTUDIO QUE COMPARTE CON
HALILAJ EN BERLIN. SOBRE ESTAS
LiINEAS, UNA SILLA CREADA POR EL.




VISITA DE ESTUDIO

LAS FLORES GIGANTES DE LIENZO Y ACERO que desde julio se
ven en el Palacio de Cristal de Madrid, e inevitablemente en
las cuentas de Instagram de sus innumerables visitantes, son
obra de Petrit Halilaj (Kostérrc, Kosovo, 1986). Tenian que
servir de decoracion para la gran performance que iba a ser
To a raven and the hurricanes that from unknown places
bring back smells of human in love: su boda con el también
artista Alvaro Urbano (Madrid, 1983), su pareja desde hace
diez afios y que ademds colabord en la fabricacién de las flo-
res. Ese plan se frustrd, como se frustr6 todo, con el asalto
de la covid-19. La exposicidn, en la que Halilaj habia trabaja-
do durante meses para el Reina Sofia, se quedd sin su pieza
central y las flores se convirtieron en toda la historia.

El giro es que esas flores siempre tuvieron un gran valor
narrativo. Estd la Forsythia, la amarilla: recuerda aquellas
que Urbano le regal6 a Halilaj al mes de conocerle en Berlin,
en 2010. “Es de las primeras en salir en la primavera alema-
nay de las ultimas en desaparecer, el drbol entero se vuelve
amarillo, es precioso”, explica Halilaj por teléfono desde su
estudio en Berlin. Y apostilla Urbano desde la misma llama-
da: “Fue cuando me di cuenta de que estaba enamorado de
él. Cogi una ramita y se la di”. En 2015, Urbano conocié a la
madre de Halilaj. “Sabiendo que a ella le encantan los jardi-
nes, le regald dos semillas de palmera”, recuerda el kosovar.
“En aquella época mi madre tenia dificultades para acep-
tarnos, pero las planté y ahora son dos drboles que crecen
en Kosovo”. La flor de esos drboles es la de mayor tamafio
en la exposicion, la que ocupa la capilla principal del Pala-
cio. No muy lejos estd la amapola, que debia simbolizar el
final de aquel noviazgo. “Le habia dicho a Petrit que si me
pedia que me casara con €l, lo hiciera bien. En 2018 llené la
casa de amapolas. Un millén de flores que habia recogido
con un amigo”, recuerda Urbano. Halilaj ilustra: “Las puse
en el horno, en el retrete, en cualquier lugar imaginable de
la casa”. Urbano dijo que si, naturalmente, y empezaron a
planificar esa boda que nunca seria.

“Es interesante hasta qué punto la covid ha cambiado el
significado de estas flores”, razona Urbano. “Ya no simboli-
zan solo nuestras historias personales, sino también el acto
de dar y recibir, de cuidar. Durante el confinamiento, el Real
Jardin Botdnico de Madrid estuvo cerrado y los jardineros
recogieron todas sus flores y las llevaron a los hospitales de
la ciudad. Es ese tipo de gesto: llevarle el jardin a alguien.
Las flores se convierten en satélites, te hablan. También las
vemos como entidades sexuales, algo con su componente
erdtico: la flor estd para atraer insectos, con su formas y co-
lores, con sus texturas. Eso también es importante”.

Urbano y Halilaj tienen trayectorias artisticas indepen-
dientes el uno del otro. De hecho, no muy lejos de la expo-
sicién de Petrit en el Retiro, estd la de Alvaro en La Casa
Encendida. Se inauguré en febrero y ambas apenas tendrian

91

que haber coincidido en el tiempo, pero el segundo giro de
guion de esta historia es que, con el parén que ha provoca-
do el coronavirus, van a convivir mucho mds de lo previs-
to (hasta febrero de 2021 la de Urbano, hasta marzo la de
Halilaj). Son dos de las exposiciones mds excitantes que se
han visto este afo en Madrid y vienen no solo de la misma
galeria, Travesia Cuatro, sino de dos artistas que comparten
estudio, ambiciones y vida.

En El despertar, Urbano reanima un edificio muerto, el
Pabellén de los Hexdgonos de la Casa de Campo. Proyecta-
do por José Antonio Corrales y Ramén Vazquez Molezin,
cuando se presentd en la Expo de Bruselas de 1958, se con-
sideré una pieza clave de la nueva arquitectura espafola
y se le entregd la Medalla de Oro, por encima incluso del
Atomium belga de André y Jean Polak. Hoy, sin embargo, el
pabellén estd abandonado. Urbano recrea ese abandono en
una sala iluminada por farolas en forma de hexdgono, en la
que la performance la hace el propio edificio: el espectador
lo contempla mutar segtn lo observa de un dngulo u otro,
como se mira una pelicula, una de atmoésfera kubrickiana.
El proyecto tiene incluso banda sonora, del compositor Juan
Carlos Blancas, la cual se editard en vinilo préximamente.
La exposicion se trasladard al Storefront for Art and Archi-
tecture de Nueva York, dirigido por el mexicano José Espar-
za, quien ha actuado de comisario desde el principio.

Halilaj, que hoy vive entre Alemania, Kosovo e Italia,
parecia destinado a una carrera artistica desde joven. A fi-
nales de los noventa, un matrimonio italiano lo vio dibujar
en un campo de refugiados de la guerra de los Balcanes, y se
ofrecid a acogerle en su casa, en Bozzolo, Lombardia, para
que pudiese estudiar. A finales de la década pasada, visitd
Berlin durante unos dias. “Alli vi que podia hacer mi vida,
salir del armario como homosexual, y dedicarme a lo que me
dedico”, recuerda. Urbano también ha desarrollado su vida
en varias ciudades: a los 22 anios se mudo de Madrid, donde
estudio arquitectura de interiores en la Universidad Politéc- -+

EL ESTUDIO ESTA EN
BRITZ, UNA PUJANTE
ZONA AL SUR DE
BERLIN.












































































































































































































































































































































































































