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The Kosovar artist Petrit Halilaj in 
Spring 2021, with some of the 90 
or so silhouettes that feature in  
his ‘Very volcanic over this green 
feather’ exhibition at Tate St Ives. 
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

Art
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PORTRAIT: ANGELA B SUAREZ  WRITER: TF CHAN

Petrit Halilaj looks back to his 
childhood drawings for a new 
exhibition at Tate St Ives

 WAR & 
 PEACE

In 1998, when Petrit Halilaj was 11, Serbian troops 
swept through his native Kosovo and forced him and 
his family to flee into nearby Albania. Destruction, 
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. At the 2010 Berlin Biennale,  
he reconstructed the scaffolding of his family home, 
burned down in the village of Kostërc during the war 
and later 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 as they prepared to escape, and by filling an 
Art Basel booth in 2011 with the same soil. 

Contemplating wider themes of nationhood, he 
created a giant bird’s nest out of Kosovan soil 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;  
and Shkrepëtima, 2018, a performance presenting the 
collective memories of Runik’s citizens; and Halilaj’s 
ability to give widely resonant form to his personal 
histories becomes abundantly clear.

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 the UK. ‘For a very long time,  
I preferred to not talk about it, or to not remember  
it in detail,’ 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 a refugee.’

What changed? The passage of time, which 
empowered Halilaj to finally confront his traumas » 

∑ 083
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From top, work in progress; Halilaj and Giacomo Poli at the  
Kukës II refugee camp in April 1999; the artist with some  
of the giant fragments appearing in the Tate St Ives exhibition

head-on, as well as the realisation that the conflict 
continues to reverberate in contemporary politics. 
There was also the pandemic, which compelled the 
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 Kukës 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, so he offered them felt-tip pens and paper 
and asked them to draw. ‘After almost a month in the 
camp, 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 a respite from the 
hardships of the camp and a much-needed outlet: ‘We 
drew about the war. 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.’

He depicted scenes of devastation – 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, 
idyllic landscapes and fantastic birds that offered a 
sense of normality. 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  
of Halilaj’s artworks. ‘I wrote to him anytime I could  
in the years to come,’ says the artist. ‘Back in Italy, » 
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Halilaj and Urbano’s installation at Madrid’s Palacio de Cristal 
features giant flowers made from painted canvas stretched over 
steel frames and representing milestones in their relationship

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

he 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.’ 

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. ‘I started  
to be fascinated by how reality and fiction were already 
mixed in my mind [at the time],’ 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 how Poli had been using 
theatre techniques as a way to process trauma. It gave 
him the idea of creating an immersive environment in 
Tate St Ives’ largest gallery, like a gigantic theatre set 
formed from magnified fragments of the drawings 
suspended from the ceiling. Relating to either war or 
fantasy, each fragment is arranged so that viewers first 
witness a happy scene featuring birds in vivid colours. 
But ‘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 
should struggle to shake off the visions of devastation  
as they exit the gallery. ‘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.’

Titled Very volcanic over this green feather, the work 
encourages empathy with the victims of war, but also 
articulates a certain optimism: one fragment, the child 
from the drawing Halilaj presented to Annan in 1999, 
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 admits that he embarked on this project to move 
past his own traumas. ‘Actually, you learn that trauma 
will always be in life,’ he reflects. ‘It’s just what we do 
with it that can change. But it’s not in our hands to 
take it out of our lives. It’s what makes us who we are.’

In a way, Very volcanic over this green feather dovetails 
with an installation Halilaj and his life partner, fellow 
artist Alvaro Urbano, created for Madrid’s Palacio de 
Cristal last year. A series of large flowers representing 
milestones in their relationship, it is a dedication to 
queer love and expresses an aspect of Halilaj’s identity 
that he once thought incompatible with his Kosovan 
heritage. Happily, the tide is turning: 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 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. ∂
‘Very volcanic over this green feather’, 16 October–16 January, 
Tate St Ives, tate.org.uk
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For his first solo show in the UK – at Tate St Ives from 16 October–16 January

2022 – Petrit Halilaj presents an installation that recreates a series of felt-tip

drawings he made aged 13 at the Kukës II refugee camp in Albania, after his

family were displaced by the Kosovo War. Halilaj was encouraged to draw at

the camp by the Italian psychologist Giacomo ‘Angelo’ Poli, who remains a

close friend; the exhibition has been informed by conversations between the

two, and includes materials from both of their wartime archives. The

installation takes the form of a sculptural environment, comprising scaled-up

elements of the artist’s childhood drawings, from representations of the

atrocities he witnessed to images of birds and fantastical beasts. Find out more
from the Tate St Ives website.

Fantasy Landscape (1999), Petrit Halilaj. Courtesy the artist and Giacomo Poli

Installation view of ‘Petrit Halilaj: To a raven and hurricanes that from unknown places bring back smells of humans in love’, Palacio de Cristal, Museo Reina Sofía, Madrid, 2020. Photo:
Imagen Subliminal; courtesy of the artist, ChertLüdde, Berlin, kamel mennour, London/Paris
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Doyourealisethere is a rainbow even if it’s night!? (greyand warm yellow) (2017), Petrit Halilaj.  Courtesy the Artist, ChertLüdde, Berlin andkamelmennour, Paris/London

SHARE

TWITTER FACEBOOK

LINKEDIN EMAIL

Recommended for you



Petrit Halilaj, Arte.it, 29 octobre / 29 October 2021 33

 

Arte.it
Octobre / October

2021



Petrit Halilaj, Artforum, Octobre / October 2021 34

Artforum
Octobre / October

2021

FLIGHT  
FANTASIES 
 MARK GODFREY ON THE ART OF PETRIT HALILAJ

Below: Petrit Halilaj, The history of 
a hug, 2020, steel, fabric, feathers, 
leather, wood from Kosovo, silicone, 
paint, hair. Installation view, 
Palacio de Cristal, Parque de  
El Retir, Museo Nacional Centro  
de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid.  
Photo: ImagenSubliminal (Miguel 
de Guzmán and Rocío Romero).

Opposite page: View of “Petrit 
Halilaj: To a raven and hurricanes 
that from unknown places bring 
back smells of humans in love,” 
2020–21, Palacio de Cristal, Parque 
de El Retir, Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid. 
Photo: ImagenSubliminal (Miguel 
de Guzmán and Rocío Romero).

IN FEBRUARY 2020, a transparent envelope arrived through my letter box. 
There was no paper inside, just some tiny seeds. Stamped on the outside 
were the names Petrit Halilaj and Alvaro Urbano and a date: 26.03.20. It 
was an invitation to the couple’s wedding celebration, hosted within 
Halilaj’s installation in the Palacio de Cristal in Madrid’s Parque de El Retiro. 
The seeds hinted at what guests would find in the Palacio: monumental 
cloth flowers, lilies, tulips, poppies, carnations, and cherry blossoms, hung 
from the high glass ceiling to form a canopy. Each sculpture, made collab-
oratively by Halilaj and Urbano, was based on a flower the lovers had given 
each other during their courtship. Brass bird’s claws were planted in the 
middle of the space, huge thin legs stretching up toward the sky. Halilaj had 
assembled thickets of branches within the light-filled conservatory; in 
among these were brass bird feeders filled with seeds. The windows were 
open so that birds would come in from the park, feast, and fly off to perch 
on the outsize cloth petals. 

As magical as it sounds, the project was actually incomplete, because 
the wedding celebration could never take place. Covid made the festivities 
impossible in Madrid. Pandemic notwithstanding, it would have been 
unthinkable in Halilaj’s home country, Kosovo, where same-sex marriage 

146   ARTFORUM
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This page: View of “Petrit Halilaj: 
She, fully turning around, became 
terrestrial,” 2015, Kunst- und 
Ausstellungshalle der Bundesre-
publik Deutschland, Bonn. Photo: 
Thekla Meusel. 

Opposite page: Petrit Halilaj, 
Abetare, 2015, steel, desks from 
Shotë Galica school. Installation 
view, Fondazione Merz, Turin. 
Photo: Renato Ghiazza.

is illegal. Halilaj and Urbano had been planning to dress as animals for their 
union, and one element of the ceremony remained in the installation, which 
opened to the public, after delays, in mid-July 2020: Wandering the space 
was a hired performer dressed as a white raven and clutching a branch. This 
was the same branch Halilaj’s grandfather had held decades earlier when 
he was told, while working in the fields, that his wife had given birth. Men 
were not supposed to express their feelings, according to the mores of the 
time, but the new father could not contain his joy and randomly embraced 
this stick. He later gave it to his grandson, perhaps recognizing that the 
stigmatization of male emotional expression would have to end if the trau-
matic past were to be confronted. 

Since the early 2010s, Halilaj, born in 1986 in a rural village near the 
town of Runik, has emerged as one of the most interesting artists in Europe, 
with solo shows at museums and kunsthalles in Berlin, Milan, Brussels, 
Bonn, Cologne, Turin, and Venice and with important outings in Los Angeles 
and New York too. The Madrid show was characteristic. He creates fan-
tastical scenarios drawn from personal and cultural histories in order to 
dream of new possibilities, and he does so with extraordinary material and 
spatial sensitivity. For Halilaj, as a Kosovar who lived through civil war and 
who was only able to express his sexuality when he was well into adulthood, 

imagination serves as a critical tool rather than as a means of escapism or 
self-mythologizing. He does not express nostalgia for an idyllic past he 
knows never existed, nor idealize a homeland in which LGBTQIA+ people 
still struggle for acceptance.

In 1998, when Serbian forces began to persecute Albanian Kosovars after 
a decade of flouting Kosovo’s independent status, Halilaj’s family fled along 
with thousands of others, winding up in the Kukës II refugee camp in 
Albania. Halilaj was seen as a kind of child prodigy in the camp thanks to 
his remarkable ambidexterity and his ability to draw two different pictures 
simultaneously. He was noticed by an Italian psychologist, Giacomo 
“Angelo” Poli, who supplied him with felt-tip pens and paper and to whom 
he gave many of his sketches. After some months, Halilaj returned with his 
parents and four siblings to Runik, but at the age of eighteen he traveled to 
Italy to live with Poli, whose family fostered him. They lived near Milan, 
and Halilaj was able to enroll in the Brera Academy, an art school in the city. 
His work is clearly influenced by postwar Italian art: Pino Pascali’s blue 
spider and cleaning-brush-bristle worms; Mario Merz’s sculptures modeling 
nomadic dwellings; Giuseppe Penone’s environments of branches, leaves, 
and cast-metal forms; Alighiero e Boetti’s turn to “feminine” traditions of 
embroidery. Land art also seems to have made an impression.

NOV.feat.GODFREY-2.indd   148NOV.feat.GODFREY-2.indd   148 10/8/21   8:07 PM10/8/21   8:07 PM
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Halilaj moved to Berlin in 2008. I first saw his work when Danh Vo 
selected him for a summer show at New York’s Marian Goodman Gallery 
in 2014. Like Vo, who also became a refugee as a child, Halilaj reflects on 
questions of displacement, on the intersections of personal and global his-
tories, on income inequality and queer identities. But where Vo often repur-
poses objects with extraordinary provenances, Halilaj works from situations 
that he discovers, and his installations are almost like stage sets—the viewer 
becomes a kind of protagonist within the environment and explores the 
story physically and imaginatively. Most visitors to Halilaj’s exhibitions are 
unfamiliar with the history of Kosovo, but they can viscerally feel the reso-
nances of that history through his work.

The first of Halilaj’s projects to gain attention was his contribution to 
the 2010 Berlin Biennale. Given funds for a sculpture, Halilaj turned the 
money over to his parents, who had dreamed of moving from the country-
side to Pristina and of building a larger house. The house was duly erected, 
and Halilaj retained the wooden slats that had been used to cast its concrete 
frame. These slats were trucked to Berlin and attached to the ceiling on the 
ground floor of the KW Institute for Contemporary Art to create a ghostly 
upside-down echo of the Pristina residence. Chickens meandered about 
under the slats, as they had done next to Halilaj’s house when he was a 
child. Without striking an accusatory tone, the artist pointed to the eco-
nomic disparities between Germany and Kosovo. A year later, he realized 
another displacement: Digging a rectangular hole near his childhood home, 
he created a kind of negative sculpture à la Michael Heizer. The dimensions 
of the hole were keyed to those of his Berlin gallery’s booth at Art Basel. 
The earth was trucked to Switzerland, so a little patch of Kosovo occupied 
the pristine space of the art fair. 

Living abroad, Halilaj gained a perspective on Kosovo that enabled him 
to explore histories whose ramifications might not be so easily legible to 
those living in the country. One of these stories concerned the fate of the 
extraordinary collection of taxidermied animals once proudly displayed in 
the Natural History Museum of Pristina. The collection had been moved 
into a warm, damp storage room right after the war ended in 1999, when 
the museum was repurposed to bolster a nascent sense of Kosovar identity 
and its galleries given over to traditional costumes and folkloric artifacts. 
A skeptic of all forms of nationalism, the artist was worried by this develop-
ment. On one of his visits to Pristina, he asked to see the taxidermy collec-
tion. He found the stuffed animals rotting in the darkness. In response to 
this terrible sight, he re-created each specimen, sculpting the beasts and 
birds with a mixture of mud and animal dung. He acquired a number of 
the museum’s original vitrines and created an installation, first shown at 
Wiels Contemporary Art Centre in Brussels in 2013 and reprised two years 
later in Bonn at the Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland. The vitrines were open and empty; the animals appeared to 
have escaped. Some seemed to roam around the floor; others were perched 
on beautifully crafted stands Halilaj had sculpted in brass, a material to 
which he has repeatedly turned for its lustrous appearance as well as for its 
fragility and susceptibility to tarnishing. Entire exhibitions have been 
devoted to the ways in which artists have deconstructed vitrines and the 
other apparatuses of museum presentations, but this installation felt incred-
ibly fresh, mainly because of the wonderful contrast between the rough 
corporeality of the sculpted animals and the smooth golden-hued metal. 
The material juxtaposition elegantly captured the collision of a depressing 
present-day reality and Halilaj’s poignant vision of resurrection and escape. 

The Brussels and Bonn projects were also animated by the formal con-
trast of the heavy cases and the elegant brass structures elevating some of 
the animals, and this sculptural dynamic of groundedness and flight simi-
larly inspired the artist’s next major installation, first realized at the 
Kölnischer Kunstverein in Cologne 2015 and reprised for the Mario Merz 
Prize in Turin in 2018. Again, these arose from a situation that Halilaj 
encountered in Kosovo. On one trip back to Runik, he passed by his old 
school and came upon a group of desks that were about to be destroyed. 
They were covered in teenagers’ graffiti: classroom jokes, hearts and the 
names of crushes, erect cocks, eminem and messi, but also with drawings 
specific to the location and to the experiences of young people growing up 
in the wake of a civil war. There were insignia of local political parties, 
depictions of military equipment, slogans in both Albanian and Serbian. 

Most visitors to Halilaj’s exhibitions are unfamiliar with  
the history of Kosovo, but they can viscerally feel the  
resonances of that history through his work.
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Halilaj rendered some of the graffi ti as huge black wire sculptures and 
installed these so that they seemed to fl y off the original desks, which he’d 
salvaged. In Cologne, they fi lled the main room and tumbled down the 
staircase; in Turin, they climbed the walls of Merz’s former studio, where 
the Italian artist’s neon Fibonacci numbers would once have been. At both 
venues, most of the desks were laid out in neat rows, as they had been in 
the classroom, but in Milan one was also suspended above the fl oor. It was 
a beautiful way of memorializing the mundane daydreams and escapist 
hopes of a generation of Kosovar kids while attending to the powerful 
impact of political discord on their imaginations.

Very different and much older artifacts were at the heart of a project 
Halilaj realized in 2017 for his fi rst institutional show in the United States, 
at New York’s New Museum. Archaeological explorations near Runik in 
1968 and 1983 had unearthed hundreds of fi gurines and musical instru-
ments, evidence of a signifi cant Neolithic settlement. The instruments, 
called ocarinas, were small globes with apertures that when blown into 
produced a breathy note like a birdcall. The discoveries were shipped off 
to Belgrade and never shown to the local people, who had no access to this 
part of their cultural heritage, except for a few objects that had been missed 
by excavators and unearthed by farmers during plowing. Halilaj researched 
the collections that had been removed from their local context and made 
copies in clay of more than fi ve hundred objects. He turned each little 

Below: View of “Petrit Halilaj: RU,” 
2017–18, New Museum, New 
York. Photo: Dario Lasagni.

Opposite page: Petrit Halilaj, 
Do you realise there is a rainbow 
even if it’s night (red), 2017,
Dyshek carpet from Kosovo, 
fl okati, polyester, chenille wire, 
stainless steel, brass. Installation 
view, Arsenale, Venice. From the 
57th Venice Biennale.

Above: Petrit Halilaj, RU_Egretta cerulea,
Limosa limosa, 2017, reproductions of 
Neolithic artifacts from the region of 
Runik, Kosovo (clay, plaster, resin, 
pigments), brass, left: 283⁄8 × 11 × 
201⁄8", right: 227⁄8 × 81⁄4 × 153⁄4".
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replica ocarina into a bird’s body, giving it thin brass legs and claws. At the 
New Museum, he hung a set of huge nests made of branches and mulch 
from the walls; the replicas were arranged in the nests and on the floor. It 
was a striking sight, one laden with historical and political meaning. The 
work’s creation was triggered by Halilaj’s reflections upon internal colonial-
ism, the ways in which modern states despoil and exert crypto-imperialist 
control over provincial territories. Rather than offering an explicit argu-
ment for the restitution of these artifacts, Halilaj showed how their loss 

allowed them to be reimagined. Ocarinas and figurines metamorphosed 
into a flock of migratory birds, landing in their temporary nests in New 
York before departing for other climes. The work seemed to suggest the 
value of historical fragments in constructing a national self-conception that 
avoids the pitfalls of identitarianism and militarism, one that acknowledges 
change, transience, and a kind of strength in vulnerability.

It’s no wonder that birds—tethered to specific places yet peripatetic, 
resilient yet seemingly fragile—loom large in Halilaj’s art. He is drawn not 
to eagles and hawks but to less predatory and mostly smaller creatures, 
from the chickens that wandered around his childhood home and the canar-
ies he kept as pets to the parrots and peacocks he sketched as a child. His 
2014 artist’s book, of course blue affects my way of shitting, is filled with 
images of his collages. These start with old black-and-white photographs 
of birds over which he drew extra colorful wings or stems and branches, 
sometimes pasting on fragments of fabric, making real animals into myth-
ical creatures. It is easy to understand why a child in a refugee camp might 
identify with small birds and their capacity, despite their size, to fly wher-
ever they wish, borders notwithstanding. This is a symbolism that is 
Halilaj’s, but not so far from that of other artists: One might think of David 
Hammons’s “Flight Fantasy” assemblages of the 1970s and ’80s, or of the 
feathered Ciguapas that populate Firelei Baez’s paintings, or Joan Jonas’s 
performance and installation Stream or river flight or pattern, 2016.

Halilaj’s identification with winged creatures, vulnerable ones especially, 
has been a way to express his queerness in a traditional and homophobic 
culture. This aspect of his art became more prominent in his contribution 
to the 2017 Venice Biennale. Invited by curator Christine Macel to make a 
work in the dim and lofty spaces of the Arsenale, he remembered his child-
hood love of moths, his awe at their transformation from larvae and the 
enchanting sight of their patterned wings. He embarked on a series of moth 
sculptures, which were also costumes that he sometimes wore in perfor-
mance. The antennae were made from fuzzy chenille wire; the wings were 
fashioned from traditional woven Kosovar qilim, dyshek, and jan carpets 
and boasted trailing cascades of colored fabric. Halilaj made these works 
in collaboration with his mother, Shkurte Halilaj, and the process enabled 
the pair to talk through his sexuality, which he had only recently revealed 
to his family. The sculptures were installed in the Arsenale under flickering 
electric lights, some resting on the walls, others in the rafters. It was a cap-
tivating installation that won Halilaj a Special Mention (full disclosure: 
I was on the awarding jury). The moths flew from Venice to the Hammer 
Museum in Los Angeles, where they landed in 2018. 

A couple of years ago, on one of Halilaj’s regular visits to his Italian 
foster family, Giacomo Poli showed the artist a folder of the felt-tip draw-
ings that Halilaj had made as a child in the refugee camp some twenty years 
earlier and that Poli had guarded ever since. Back in the camp, Poli had 
encouraged children to draw whatever they wanted, but also what they had 
seen, knowing that many would be unable to verbalize the traumatic events 
they had witnessed. The thirteen-year-old Halilaj must have been very open 
to this encouragement. He drew precise pictures of palm trees, parrots, 
sunset-drenched landscapes, peacocks. He also drew tanks, military aircraft, 
and equally precise pictures of crowds of Kosovars huddled together while 
being held at gunpoint, with lone figures separated from the group, kneeling 
down to face brutal beatings or execution. 

Around the time Halilaj rediscovered these works, he became aware that 
Serbia’s president, Aleksandar Vučić, was claiming that the massacres of 
the Kosovar war had never happened, that the stories of atrocities had been 
fabricated. Faced with this revisionism, Halilaj felt an urgent impulse to 
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return to his juvenilia. He conceived an installation connected to his child-
hood drawings for his next institutional outing, a show currently open at 
Tate St Ives, UK. Certain elements of the drawings—trees, birds, soldiers, 
refugees—were scanned, digitally cut out, enlarged to many times their 
original size, and printed on huge felt sheets, which were also cut, silhou-
ettelike, to conform to the contours of the images. These will hang in rows 
in the St Ives space, much as painted flats would be arranged on a stage. 
While most of Halilaj’s installations evoke theatrical sets, he wanted to 
emphasize this resemblance here because he was thinking about the ways 
in which psychodramatists have helped survivors of war, genocide, and 
natural disasters to stage their own stories so as to bear witness and work 
through trauma. Crucially, Halilaj chose to separate the imagined scenes 
from the recollected ones by suspending the fantasy images facing forward, 
toward the entrance to the gallery, and the soldiers and refugees facing 
backward. This means that only when you turn around to exit will you see 
the images Halilaj once witnessed. 

All but one of the felt sheets will hang suspended at varying heights. The 
exception, the only one of these felt works to touch the floor, is also the only 
one printed on both sides. It’s an image of a child, and it comes from a rather 
special drawing. When Halilaj was living at Kukës II as a boy, he heard that 
Kofi Annan was coming to visit the camp and prepared, on cardboard, the 
most ambitious picture he had made up to that point. It showed a child 
watching a massacre. Annan, who had superhero status in Halilaj’s eyes, 
actually asked to take the drawing to the UN, but Halilaj kept hold of it. 
The figure might be a kind of proxy for the viewers in this new exhibition, 
a character with whom to identify, so that it might be possible to under-
stand what such children see, and what their dreams are made on. 
“Petrit Halilaj: Very volcanic over this green feather” is on view at Tate St Ives, UK, through January 16, 2022. 
MARK GODFREY IS AN INDEPENDENT CURATOR BASED IN LONDON. (SEE CONTRIBUTORS.)

At Tate St Ives, Halilaj was thinking about the ways in which 
psychodramatists have helped survivors of war, genocide,  
and natural disasters to stage their own stories.
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Opposite page, bottom: Petrit 
Halilaj in his studio working on  
Very volcanic over this green 
feather, 2021, Berlin, April 16, 
2021. Photo: Angela B. Suarez.

Opposite page, top: Maquette for 
“Petrit Halilaj: Very volcanic over 
this green feather,” 2021–22,  
Tate St Ives, UK. Photo: Angela  
B. Suarez. 

Left: Little boy detail from  
Petrit Halilaj’s 1999 drawing  
for Kofi Annan.

Above: Petrit Halilaj, Paesaggio 
Fantastico (Fantasy Landscape), 
1999, felt-tip pen on paper,  
81⁄4 × 113⁄4".
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Pétrit Halilaj,

ABETARE (Fluturat),

2017, exposé à la galerie

kamel mennour, Paris,

2017-2018.

Le LaM acquiert une installation
de Pétrit Halilaj
Tous les quinze jours, YHebdo relate une
acquisition récente d’institution. Focus
cette semaine sur le projet ABETARE de

l’artiste kosovar Pétrit Halilaj, récemment
acquis par le LaM de Villeneuve-d’Ascq.

Par Marine Vazzoler

« Les pièces qui composent
le projet ABETARE sont

magnifiques. C’est un projet
puissant, poétique. »
Sébastien Delot, directeur du LaM à Villeneuve d’Ascq.

es pièces qui composent le projet

ABETARE sont magnifiques,

s’enthousiasme Sébastien Delot,

directeur du LaM depuis 2017. Y étant confronté,

on est tout de suite interpellé. » Récemment

acquis par le musée villeneuvois, le projet de

l’artiste Pétrit Halilaj est constitué de trois

œuvres, à la fois liées et indépendantes les unes

des autres : une installation monumentale

(.ABETARE - The Classroom), un papier peint

(.ABETARE - Wallpaper Installation) et un film

(ABETARE). « C’est un projet puissant, poétique

et important pour l’artiste,  nous explique

Sébastien Delot. Il est lié à l’histoire récente

de son pays d’origine, le Kosovo. » Né en 1986

à Kostërc, Pétrit Halilaj a fui, petit, la guerre

au Kosovo et s’est retrouvé à vivre dans un

camp de réfugié.e.s. Il fut ensuite adopté par

une famille italienne, d’où sa double culture

kosovare et italienne.

Pétrit Halilaj a pensé l’ensemble de l’installation

en 2015 pour la Kunstverein de Cologne et l’a

développée davantage quelques années plus

tard, en 2017, pour la Fondation Merz à Turin

et la galerie Kamel Mennour, qui le représente.

« C’est important que l’ensemble du projet

appartienne désormais à une institution,
/

Petrit Halilaj, Le Quotidien de l’Art, 17 janvier / 17 January 2020

Le Quotidien de l’Art
17 janvier / 17 January

2020
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Pétrit Halilaj, ABETARE, 2017, vue d’installation à la Fondation Merz, Turin.

se réjouit le directeur du LaM. Cette œuvre est

au carrefour de la pratique artistique de l’artiste.

Il l’a réalisée après un voyage à Rudnik en 2010,

un village qui fut très abîmé par la guerre. »

Là-bas, Pétrit Halilaj est retourné dans son

ancienne école primaire et a discuté avec les

écoliers. Dans la vidéo de 22 minutes, Pétrit

Halilaj filme la démolition de l’école, les enfants

jouant dans les bâtiments laissés à l’abandon,

tandis qu’on peut lire sur les pupitres

les graffitis de plusieurs générations. Le nom

du projet lui-même, ABETARE,  fait référence

au titre de l’abécédaire avec lequel l’artiste a

appris à lire l’albanais. « Cette méthode de lecture

fait un trait d’union entre les différentes

générations et fut une composante importante

de l’identité culturelle de la population albanaise

du Kosovo, au moment même où l’oppression

Pétrit Halilaj

1986 : naissance à Kostërc

(Kosovo)

2013 : expose au sein

du Pavillon du Kosovo

lors de la Biennale de Venise

2017 : Prix Mario Merz

2018 : Smithsonian Artist

Research Fellowship

2020 : expositions

au Crystal Palace

(Reina Sofia à Madrid)

et à la Tate St Ives

(Royaume-Uni)
Il est représenté par

la galerie Kamel Mennour.
Il vit et travail le entre Bozzolo

(Italie), Berlin (Allemagne)

et Pristina (Kosovo).

Pétrit Halilaj devant son œuvre 
ABETARE.

du gouvernement serbe était à son apogée »,

précise Sébastien Delot. Le papier peint est

une reproduction de ce manuel page par page.

Quant à la sculpture monumentale ABETARE -

The Classroom, elle est composée de plusieurs

pupitres que l’artiste a sauvés de la démolition

et d’immenses sculptures en acier reproduisant

les graffitis et inscriptions qu’il a pu y lire.

Une collection publique dynamique

« C’est une œuvre forte car elle a une portée

universelle, souligne le directeur du LaM. Les

graffitis nous renvoient à notre propre expérience

d’écoliers et d’écolières. Certains gravés sur les

tables appartiennent à notre culture populaire,
font référence à des célébrités que nous admirions

enfants. » En plus d’être une œuvre charnière

de Pétrit Halilaj, le projet ABETARE « se lie avec

beaucoup de choses dans nos collections,

note Sébastien Delot. L’art brut, avec les pièces

du photographe Clovis Prévost sur les graffitis,

et l’art moderne, avec des pièces de Max Ernst

ou Joaquin Torres-Garcia ».  Concernant la valeur

de cet achat, Sébastien Delot tient à préciser

qu’« une institution publique comme un musée

a la responsabilité morale de dépenser cet argent

au mieux ».  Ainsi, sur les 400 000 euros de son

budget annuel d’acquisition (tous départements

du musée confondus), le LaM a dépensé pour

l’œuvre 150 000 euros (hors taxes), soit 32 %

demoins que le prix de départ, qui s’élevait

à 221 000 euros. « Kamel Mennour et l’artiste ont

accepté défaire un prix », concède le directeur

de l’institution villeneuvoise. Il continue : «Il est

important que les collections publiques françaises

restent dynamiques. Grâce à ses diverses
acquisitions [dont l’achat de 28 pièces d’Etel

Adnan récemment,  ndlr/, le LaM a un vaste réseau

et prête régulièrement. Cela participe à nos

missions de curiosité et de découverte. »

Petrit Halilaj, Le Quotidien de l’Art, 17 janvier / 17 January 2020

Le Quotidien de l’Art
17 janvier / 17 January

2020
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Tbilisi Art Fair.

Pétrit Halilaj,

Si Okarina e Runikut,

2014-2019, laiton, terre, résine

acrylique, dimensions variables.

kamel mennour.

GÉORGIE

Tbilisi Art Fair : acte 2

Dans la galaxie démesurée des foires internationales, c’est

l’une des plus jeunes. La Tbilisi Art Fair a été lancée l’an dernier,

fondée par Kaha Gvelesiani, avec un Français pour directeur

artistique, Eric Schlosser (qui a précédemment officié à Art

Moscow et Art Vilnius), et un board comprenant des experts

chevronnés, notamment Nicolas Ujine (directeur du développement

Europe et Proche Orient du Guggenheim jusqu’en 2010, conseiller

du directeur de l’Ermitage depuis 2014) et Anna Somers Cock,

longtemps au timon de VArt Newspaper. Installée dans le bâtiment

Art nouveau Expogeorgia, dans la capitale géorgienne, elle

accueille 33 galeries, reflétant à parts égales la jeune scène

du Caucase et d’Europe de l’Est (Lituanie, Bulgarie, Azerbaïdjan,

Arménie, Iran) et les galeries plus établies de

l’Ouest, dont une poignée de poids lourds comme

Continua ou kamel mennour. Pour s’imposer

comme une étape obligée dans la région, l’une

des cartes maîtresses de la manifestation est son

programme off et VIP, avec des performances,

des « talks » et des expositions, qui mettent

en valeur de jeunes créateurs cosmopolites ou

des valeurs sûres de l’art géorgien comme David

Kakabadze (1889 1952), pionnier de l’art cinétique.
RAFAEL PIC

Tbilisi Art Fair,

du 17 au 19 mai

tbilisiartfair.art

Le Quotidien de l’Art
16 mai / 16 May

2019

Petrit Halilaj, Le Quotidien de l’Art, 16 mai / 16 May 2019
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Tbilisi Art Fair 2018.
Tbilisi Art Fair.

Dans la galaxie démesurée des foires internationales, c’est l’une des plus jeunes. La Tbilisi Art Fair a été
lancée l’an dernier, fondée par Kaha Gvelesiani, avec un Français pour directeur artistique, Eric Schlosser
(qui a précédemment officié à Art Moscow et Art Vilnius), et un board comprenant des experts chevronnés,
notamment Nicolas Iljine (directeur du développement Europe et Proche-Orient du Guggenheim jusqu’en
2010, conseiller du directeur de l’Ermitage depuis 2014) et Anna Somers Cock, longtemps au timon de l’  Art
Newspaper  . Installée dans le bâtiment Art nouveau Expogeorgia, dans la capitale géorgienne, elle accueille
33 galeries, reflétant à parts égales la jeune scène du Caucase et d’Europe de l’Est (Lituanie, Bulgarie,
Azerbaïdjan, Arménie, Iran) et les galeries plus établies de l’Ouest, dont une poignée de poids lourds comme
Continua ou kamel mennour. Pour s’imposer comme une étape obligée dans la région, l’une des cartes
maîtresses de la manifestation est son programme off et VIP, avec des performances, des « talks » et des
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expositions, qui mettent en valeur de jeunes créateurs cosmopolites ou des valeurs sûres de l’art géorgien
comme David Kakabadze (1889-1952), pionnier de l’art cinétique.

Tbilisi Art Fair, du 17 au 19 mai
tbilisiartfair.art

Petrit Halilaj, "Si Okarina e Runikut", 2014-2019, laiton, terre, résine acrylique, dimensions variables. kamel
mennour.
Courtesy kamel mennour.
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Petrit Halilaj, de l'enfance à l'histoire

Il y a toujours une forme de légèreté dans le travail de Petrit Halilaj, cet artiste que l'on n'a pas encore
beaucoup vu en France, alors qu'il est très présent sur la scène internationale, et qui montre actuellement sa
seconde exposition personnelle à la galerie Kamel Mennour, Abetare (Fluturat). Une légèreté liée à l'enfance,
cette période de la vie qu'il semble particulièrement chérir et où il trouve l'essentiel de son inspiration. Mais
une légèreté qui ne rime pas avec insouciance, car il est né en 1986, au Kosovo, juste avant la chute du
communisme, et il a donc connu toutes les tensions politiques et culturelles qui ont ravagé son pays dans les
années qui ont suivi. Ainsi, lorsqu'il a présenté Poisened by men in need of some love au Wiels de Bruxelles,
il a reconstitué les animaux taxidermisés qui se trouvaient précédemment au Musée d'histoire naturelle de
Pristina, un musée auquel il était très attaché et qui avait été complètement détruit pendant les conflits, mais
il l'a fait avec la terre et les matériaux de son pays, afin d'interroger la question d'identité nationale (il avait
déjà fait venir des m3 de terre du Kosovo pour un stand à la Foire de Bâle). De même, lorsqu'il a exposé à
la Kunsthalle de Saint-Gall, en Suisse (Who does the earth belong to while painting the wind ?), il a reproduit
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les bijoux que sa mère avait enfouis dans le jardin, avec ses dessins d'enfants, pour les mettre à l'abri, mais à
une toute autre échelle et avec les gravats de sa maison, saccagée entre-temps par la guerre. Enfin, lors de
sa précédente exposition, à la galerie Kamel Mennour, Yes but the see is attached to the Earth and it never
floats in space. The stars would turn off and what about my planet? (on notera l'extrême poésie des titres de
ses expositions, tirés d'un journal qu'il tient régulièrement), il avait évoqué la figure de son arrière-grand père,
un intellectuel pacifiste assassiné au début du XXe siècle, mais sous la forme d'un cheval haut de plusieurs
mètres et semblant surgir d'un lac de couleur rose.

Car chez Petrit Halilaj, on passe sans cesse de l'intime à l'universel, du privé au public, de la petite à la grande
histoire. Tout son travail, que l'on pourrait qualifier de conceptuel et qui entretient aussi des liens très forts
avec le « Land art » et « l'Arte Povera » (il a fait ses études en Italie), est basé sur des souvenirs personnels,
des rêves, des situations vécues, mais qui n'ont jamais rien d'anecdotique, qui ouvrent sur un large regard
sur le monde et qui posent clairement des questions politiques Il est proche, de ce point de vue, de plusieurs
artistes de cette génération qui proposent une réflexion profonde sur les mutations qui s'opèrent en ce moment
dans la société, mais qui n'hésitent pas à révéler les éléments privés qui l'ont fait naître. Et l'on pense en
particulier à Danh Vo, qui, comme lui, a connu la guerre et l'exil et qui garde un lien très fort avec sa famille
(en l'occurrence son père). Ce même Danh Vo l'avait d'ailleurs invité dans la sublime exposition collective,
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Slip of the Tongue, qu'il avait réalisée, il y a deux ans, dans le musée de François Pinault, à Venise, et ils
ont aussi pour point commun d'aborder directement, à travers leurs œuvres, le thème de l'identité en général,
mais aussi plus spécifiquement sexuelle.

La présente exposition parisienne, Abetare (Fluturat) , a pour thème l'école, une période fondamentale pour
la formation de l'enfant et pour la vie de tout individu. Il s'agit en fait d'une variation d'une exposition qu'il
avait présentée, en 2015, à une plus vaste échelle, au Kunstverein de Cologne. Au rez-de-chaussée sont
placardées, comme un papier-peint, les pages du livre dans lequel il a appris à lire, Abetare. A l'époque,
il habitait dans un village à la campagne et l'apprentissage de l'albanais apparaissait presque comme une
résistance à l'oppression et au massacre du gouvernement serbe (rappelons que, pendant la guerre des
Balkans, plus d'un million d'Albanais du Kosovo ont été chassés par les Serbes vers l'Albanie, la Macédoine
et Monténégro voisins). A la lettre « p », apparaît d'ailleurs un personnage appelé « Petrit » qui joue avec des
poules, un animal que l'artiste aime beaucoup et qu'il a souvent dessiné. Et sur une autre page, on peut voir
un garçon qui façonne des fils métalliques pour former de lettres.
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Ce sont aussi des fils métalliques que Petrit Halilaj a façonnés pour réaliser la grande installation qu'il montre
au sous-sol. Il s'agit cette fois de dessins qui, pendant plusieurs générations, ont été gravés sur les tables de
l'école qu'il a vraiment fréquentée et qu'il reproduit en volume et en leur donnant une dimension spectaculaire.
Les tables et les bancs sont aussi présentées, où l'on peut chercher les originaux (lors de la rénovation de
son école, il a réussi à récupérer les vieilles tables et les bancs qui s'y trouvaient). Dans un enchevêtrement
un peu chaotique, ce sont alors tous les motifs que l'on trouve habituellement sur ce genre de supports qui
sont représentés et que chacun, à un moment ou à un autre de son existence, a été amené à graver : des
plus triviaux (des sexes en érection) aux plus communs (les nom de footballeurs célèbres), en passant par
des fleurs, des messages d'amour, des dates, etc. Mais dans le contexte du Kosovo, on trouve aussi les
acronymes des forces militaires qui opéraient alors dans le pays, comme la KFOR (Kosovo Force) ou des
représentations détaillées de pistolets et d'armes à feu et, dès lors, ce qui n'apparaissait que comme une
simple énumération des préoccupations d'enfants prend une toute autre signification.
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A la même époque se tient dans la récente galerie londonienne de Kamel Mennour une autre exposition de
Petrit Halilaj qui découle, elle, de sa participation à la dernière Biennale de Venise, où il a reçu une mention
spéciale (Do you realise there is a rainbow even if it's night !?). Là ce sont des papillons de nuit géants réalisés
avec l'aide de sa mère et avec des tapis et des tissus kosovars, qui sont accrochés au mur, ainsi que des
dessins. Des papillons pour lesquels l'artiste a toujours éprouvé une fascination particulière et qu'il passait des
heures à chasser, enfant, dans sa maison natale. Des papillons, aussi, que l'on retrouve à la lettre « f » du livre
de lecture présenté à Paris (en albanais : Fluturat) et qu'il dessinés sur certaines pages. L'enfance, le pays,
l'histoire : décidément, chez Petrit Halilaj, tout converge dans une même forme légère, poétique, presque
joyeuse, mais qui sous des couverts anodins, voire humoristiques, masque les blessures les plus profondes.

– Petrit Halilaj, Abetare (Fluturat) jusqu'au 27 janvier à la galerie Kamel Mennour, 6 rue du Pont de Lodi,
75006 Paris. L'exposition Do you realise there is a rainbow even if it's night !?, elle, se tient jusqu'au 4 janvier
à Londres, au 51 Brook Street, Mayfair. (www.kamelmennour.com)

Images : Petrit Halilaj, : vues de l'exposition « ABETARE (Fluturat) », kamel mennour (6 rue du Pont de Lodi),
Paris, 2017 – 2018 © Petrit Halilaj Photo. archives kamel mennour (1,2,3) ; Vue de l'exposition /« Do you
realise there is a rainbow even if it's night!? », kamel mennour (51 Brook Street), London, 2017 – 2018 ©
Petrit Halilaj Photo. archives kamel mennour Courtesy the artist and kamel mennour Paris/London (4)
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Petrit Halilaj ABETARE (Fluturat)
Visuel indisponible

Petrit Halilaj, Vue de l’exposition ABETARE (Fluturat), kamel mennour (6 rue du Pont de Lodi), Paris,
2017 — 2018  © Petrit Halilaj — Photo. archives kamel mennour — Courtesy de l’artiste and kamel mennour
Paris/London
Petrit Halilaj
ABETARE (Fluturat)
Encore environ 2 mois : 1 décembre 2017 → 27 janvier 2018

Le travail de Petrit Halilaj est profondément lié à l’histoire récente de son pays, le Kosovo, et aux conséquences
des tensions politiques et culturelles dans la région. Cependant, si elle fait appel à la mémoire collective,
sa pratique trouve souvent son origine dans son expérience personnelle et est généralement le résultat
d’un processus intime, d’un moment partagé avec quelqu’un qu’il aime. Sa manière unique et parfois
irrévérencieuse de défier de façon ludique l’essence de la réalité aboutit à une réflexion profonde sur la
mémoire, la liberté, l’identité culturelle et les découvertes de la vie. Pour sa deuxième exposition personnelle
à la galerie

à Paris, Petrit Halilaj présente sa série intitulée ABETARE. Le projet a été créé pour son exposition personnelle
au Kölnischer Kunstverein de Cologne (2015) avant d’être encore développé en 2017 à la Fondazione Merz
à Turin, où il a reçu le prix Mario Merz. ABETARE est le titre du manuel de lecture de l’artiste quand il était
enfant, l’abécédaire traditionnel où chaque lettre de l’alphabet est associée à un dessin et un mot commençant
par cette lettre. Petrit Halilaj, comme tous les enfants de sa génération, a appris l’albanais sur ce livre alors
qu’il fréquentait l’école primaire du village kosovar de Runik entre 1992 et 1997. À cette époque, l’oppression
de la population albanaise du Kosovo par le gouvernement serbe était extrême. Le livre est alors devenu une
composante essentielle de leur identité culturelle, se transmettant de génération en génération. Petrit Halilaj
propose ici une reproduction ludique de ce livre, page à page, sous forme de papier peint, qui rappelle le
processus d’apprentissage familier, où, en plus de l’alphabet, les fondements de la société sont illustrés par
des scènes de la vie quotidienne.

Leonardo Bigazzi

Né en 1986 à Kostërrc au Kosovo, Petrit Halilaj vit et travaille entre l’Allemagne, le Kosovo et l’Italie. Son
travail a déjà était montré dans des expositions personnelles au New Museum à NYC, au Hangar Biccoca
à Milan, à la Kölnischer Kunstverein à Cologne, à la Bundeskunsthalle de Bonn, à la National Gallery of
Kosovo, à la Kunshalle Lissabon, à Lisbonne, à la Fondation d’Entreprise Galeries Lafayette, à Paris, au
WIELS — Contemporary Art Center — , à Bruxelles ; ainsi que dans des expositions collectives à la 57ème
Biennale de Venise, à la Fondation Merz à Turin, au MAK Center for Art and Architecture à Los Angeles,
au Palazzo Grassi à Venise, et à la Westfälischer Kunstverein à Münster. Il a représenté le Kosovo pour
sa première présence à la 55ème Biennale de Venise en 2013. Il a reçu le prix Mario Merz, et la mention
spéciale du jury de la 57ème Biennale de Venise en 2017. Plusieurs expositions personnelles sont prévues
à la Fondazione Merz à Turin, the Zentrum Paul Klee à Berne, et le Hammer Museum à Los Angeles.
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