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 Petrit Halilaj

Petrit Halilaj (b. 1986 in Kostërrc, 
Kosovo) lives and works betwe-
en Germany, Kosovo and Italy. His 
work is deeply connected with the 
recent history of his country, and 
the consequences of the political 
and cultural tensions in the region. 
But while confronting a collective 
memory, his work often originates 
from a personal experience and it 
is usually the result of an intima-
te process and a shared moment 
with someone he loves. His unique, 
and sometimes irreverent, way to 
playfully confront the essence of re-
ality results in a deep reflection on 
memory, freedom, cultural identity 
and life discoveries.  In 2013, Halilaj 
represented Kosovo for the coun-
try’s first appearance at the Venice 
Biennale. In 2017 he was invited 
to participate in the 57th Venice 
Biennale by the curator Christine 
Macel, where he was awarded the 
Special Mention by the Jury. In 2017 
he was awarded the Mario Merz 

Prize, which resulted in a major 
commissioned project he presented 
in 2018 at the Zentrum Paul Klee, 
Bern and at Fondazione Merz, Tu-
rin. He is currently a professor at 
the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des 
Beaux Arts de Paris, France, whe-
re he shares his class with Alvaro 
Urbano. Solo exhibitions include: 
Tate St. Ives, UK (upcoming) Palacio 
de Cristal, Museo Reina Sofia, Ma-
drid (2020); Shkrepëtima, Fonda-
zione Merz, Turin (2018); Hammer 
Projects: Petrit Halilaj, Hammer 
Museum, Los Ange-es (2018); Shkre-
pëtima, Paul Klee Zentrum, Bern 
(2018); Shkrepëtima, Performan-
ce, Runik, Kosovo (2018); RU, New 
Museum, New York (2017); Space 
Shuttle in the Garden, Pirelli Han-
garBicocca, Milan (2016); ABETARE, 
Kölnischer Kunstverein, Cologne 
(2015); She fully turning around be-
came terrestrial, Bundeskunsthalle, 
Bonn (2015).
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Storia di un abbraccio (fra specie)

INTERSPIECIES HUG 
PETRIT HALILAJ INTERVIEWED  

BY GABI SCARDI

GS: As far as I know, animals have 
always been present and important 
in your life. For example, you often 
mention chickens, canaries and wild 
birds, butterflies as part of your 
childhood. And in fact looking at your 
work the viewers get an impression of 
a relation based on feelings of closeness 
and empathy. Could you explain how 
you relate to them, what kind of bond 
you tend to create? What did animals 
mean to you in the past, and what now?

PH:Animals have always been present 
in my life. I spent part of my childhood in 
the countryside and I have been in contact 
with them since I was a child, especially 
with chicken. I think this relationship has 
shaped not only my childhood, but also 
my way of understanding the world in 
general, since I was developing a way of 
communicating with animals even before 
I learned to use words. 

Since an early age, it was clear that I was 
not fitting well in the patriarchal structure 
of Kosovo society. It seemed like society 
was attempting to reinforce a certain idea 
of ‘masculinity’ that I was not aligned 
with. I wondered how something that 
came so naturally to me could at the same 
time be perceived as wrong. I began to 
modify my behaviour under this pressure, 
gradually feeling that I was being sculpted 

by the way one is supposed to behave in 
a cultural environment; I felt how this 
environment gradually detached me from 
myself, or from a part of myself that was 
more honest than the one I was creating 
artificially. Already then, it seemed to me 
that ‘if you want to fit in you have to fake 
it’. So I looked at animals, who also have 
their own rules and hierarchies, although 
their rules seemed to me more clear and 
direct than the human ones. I felt very 
very close to animals. 

The complex process that brings us to 
alter our own behavior under external 
pressures can not be undone easily; you 
are forced to learn how to fit into certain 
social expectations, and maybe at some 
point you even find some enjoyment 
in ‘performing’ this role; then you just 
get used to it. And when you finally 
feel empowered enough to make your 
own decisions, it can be very difficult to 
reconnect with your initial self. For me, 
as a young gay man living in Kosovo, the 
decision to move to Berlin was driven by 
a need to reaffirm that connection, and 
the solution I found (like many others) 
was that of moving away from everything 
that had disconnected myself initially. I 
believe many people who have had this 
experience would identify with the need of 
finding oneself outside the order imposed 
by the society you live in. Throughout 
this whole personal process I looked at 
animals as the only immutable element in 
an otherwise ever-changing reality (both 
on a personal level and economic, socio-
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political transformation that Kosovo was 
going through), so that my connection 
with them was not only affective, but also 
based on continuity. 

A work that in a way resumes well my 
initial relationship with animals is They are 
Lucky to be Bourgeois Hens II (2009). For 
this sculpture I asked my father, brothers, 
neighbors and friends to construct a 
wooden rocket spaceship for the chickens, 
with its interior painted in Klein Blue. 
They built it departing from my drawings 
and using only found materials. The idea 
came from a conversation with my sister 
about the possibility of provoking a change 
in society by acting on a small element of 
our engagement with the surroundings. I 
don’t always have a smooth dialogue with 
my family because of my life choices, but 
also because verbal language usually fails; 
asking them directly to accept my choices 
would have been very difficult, but asking 
them to help me create better conditions 
for the chickens (or actually just to do 
something for them) was a practical way to 
engage together in a small transformation. 
This is how the chickens would become 
astronauts about to discover a world yet 
to be invented, but it also connected to the 
way we have looked back at our planet 
from a distance after we could see it from 
outer space – this new perspective has 
given us a greater understanding of the 
exceptionality of life and of the scarcity of 
resources that we (all forms of life) need to 
for our survival.

 2) Several of your past projects implied 
engaging with living animals. You even 
lived with some hens. This is very 
different from just observing, studying, 
representing them, or objectifying 
them. What are the implications of 
working with living animals?

As I mentioned earlier, my way of 
relating to animals has undergone a deep 
transformation over the last years. If earlier 
I have engaged living animals within my 
exhibitions (even though I always treated 
them with great care and respect, trying 
to give them the best possible conditions), 
today I prefer creating the conditions 
for a voluntary coexistence between us, 
without forcing them – even slightly – to 
change their habits in order to temporarily 
possess their presence for an artwork. 

I think the exhibition To a Raven and 
Hurricanes That From Unknown Places 
Bring Back Smells of Humans in Love, now 
on view at Palacio de Cristal, is a good 
example of this. There, I decided to open 
the windows (which are usually sealed) 
and to place feeding areas to explicitly 
invite birds, insects and other living 
beings into the space, those inhabiting 
or just transiting through Retiro Park. 
This gesture carries a political message 
that I see in strong connection with the 
history of Palacio de Cristal: I wanted to 
create a space that attempts to overcome 
the impossibility that many of us face 
daily, when they see their identity and 
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subjectivity being neglected, dismissed, 
or even brutally repressed – by family 
members, by friends, by society, by politics.. 
The exhibition was then a starting point to 
reflect on the condition of exclusion that 
many of us suffer today, but also a place 
to reclaim the importance of celebrating 
different forms of love, care and kinship, 
both among humans and among different 
species. 

3) The main interpretations of the 
human – animal relationship are 
based on the notions of otherness vs 
identification. How do you articulate the 
tension between those two concepts?

My work History of a Hug (2020), now on 
view at Palacio de Cristal, is a white raven 
that embodies this struggle and tension 
between identification and otherness. The 
white raven does not give up in order to 
be accepted; he does not become black 
as the other ravens in order to fit in, and 
embodies the struggle some of us undergo 
to be accepted as they are, refusing being 
forced to change, to hide, to conceal or deny 
their identity. The white raven holding a 
hay pole is a direct reference to a personal 
story: the long hug my grandfather would 
have wanted to give to someone, when 
he learned he had become a father for 
the first time. But in Kosovo, especially 
in the past, showing emotions in public 
could have been interpreted as a sign of 
vulnerability, and it was not welcomed. 
So my grandfather hugged the hay pole 

instead, almost breaking it. 

Beyond these personal stories that relate 
to identity, I also think about birds in 
relation to our increasing obsession with 
borders: migration is seen as a problem 
rather than something that has to be 
done; I believe that the notions of refugee 
and migration in relation to the current 
crisis should be deeply questioned: 
by looking at birds and observing the 
way they migrate we understand that 
flying is only superficially related to our 
idea of freedom. Instead, in most cases, 
migration is essential to life. It is not really 
a free choice but a necessity that involves 
tremendous effort and loss.

4) Although you do not necessarily 
project on animals an anthropomorphic 
aspect, you obviously go beyond 
representation, and clearly attribute 
them metaphoric meanings. In your 
work the presence of animals is always 
intertwined with your main issues; 
among other the ones of the individual 
and national identity, with their 
autobiographical implications on one 
side, and geopolitical implications on 
the other. And the topic of relocation 
and displacement vs desire and 
feeling home. (Petrit, I apologize for 
summarizing in this way your rich and 
deep work !).

I’m thinking about your amazing 
Museum of Natural History project? 
Would you like to elaborate on that 

Storia di un abbraccio (fra specie)
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project, its meanings and implications, 
it’s relation with the political tensions 
of the region you come from?

(By the way, I think that, on top of 
its other meanings, that work is an 
amazing way to express the nature of a 
museum).

Poisoned by Men in Need of Some Love 
(2013) is a body of work that has been in the 
making after several years of research and 
discussion on how to sustain the memory 
and activities of a cultural institution that 
has been erased from the public domain. 
The former Museu of Natural History, 
Pristina (1951–2001), counted in its 
collection more than 1,800 stuffed animals 
displaying a rich panorama of endemic 
animal life, including some extraordinary 
specimens too. The fall of Communism 
and the dissolution of the Socialist state 
after 1989 led to an ethnic conflict, cultural 
tensions, and to a war that brought the 
country, the people, and eventually also 
its museums, into deep chaos. In 2001, 
an official decree ordered the removal of 
the museum’s entire animal collection, 
and a wall was built to store it, hiding the 
animals from the public. But erasing from 
vision becomes in time also erasing from 
history. 

For this work, I asked and obtained 
the destruction of the wall that kept the 
animals hidden. I witnessed this process 
and filmed it in part secretly, in an 
attempt to restore the memory that had 
been erased with the concealment and 
partial destruction of this collection. Being 

neglected for so many years, these animals 
were found in a state of decay: a large 
majority of them were covered in mold and 
some were almost unrecognizable. This 
work is an attempt to restore the memory 
of the stories that have been hidden and, 
by extension, of an entire culture that has 
been strongly silenced over the years. 
It reflects on the role of the museum as 
an institution for the preservation of the 
memory, and on the hierarchies that this 
preservation is following (what is made 
visible and what is concealed, and who 
decides it), something that can so quickly 
and dramatically shift throughout history. 
This particular collection of forgotten 
animals became to me a great symbol of 
the resistance of an entire culture and its 
identity that struggle to not be erased and 
forgotten.

5) You create installations that are 
kind of new genre habitats where 
animals can live for a certain amount of 
time; it’s the case of the big nest at the 
Venice Biennale, of the chicken coop / 
space shuttle, and more. What does it 
mean, for you, to create spaces for real 
living beings?

My relationship with nature and 
animals has changed a lot throughout the 
years. In some of my previous projects 
living animals were brought to inhabit 
the exhibition, and although I tried to 
give them the best conditions I could, 
they were still inserted within a structure 
that was not of their choice. They were 
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“kept there.” In my latest exhibition at 
Palacio de Cristal (Madrid) instead, I 
have invited the animals to be part of the 
exhibition by simply opening the windows 
and installing feeding areas. They are 
free to enter and exit whenever they 
please. This transformation in my way of 
engaging with animals partly mirrors my 
relationship to my own identity: today I 
do feel more comfortable in being who I 
am, rather than forcing myself to become 
someone I am not, and for the same reason 
I probably see myself less capable today of 
forcing animals to do what I want them 
to do and to behave like I want them to 
behave. 

6) I’m thinking of your bourgeois 
hens: poetry + sense of humour, 
+ social comment; and the moths: 
metamorphosis, concealment, lives 
spent in the dark; a kind of disguisement 
that is also an imprisonment ? What 
else?

I think one of my most recent works 
summarizes well this relationship between 
concealment and liberation, while also 
including many other aspects of my 
previous works – such as the moths and 
the bourgeois hens that you mentioned. 
The work is called Untitled (for Felix), 
2020, and it is an homage to Felix González 
Torres. Here, a simple sculpture undergoes 
a metaphorical transformative process: I 
open a pillow and free the birds’ feathers 
that are inside of it. The pillow belonged to 

my partner Alvaro, who is also an artist. 
The instructions for this work are that the 
pillow should belong to a loved one, and 
the feathers should be piled up in a corner 
– a direct visual reference to Felix’s work. 
As for the exhibition at Palacio de Cristal, 
this work is initially driven by a personal 
history and by the desire to celebrate my 
union with Alvaro, but this is really only 
the starting point to extend the invitation 
to everyone to live and celebrate every 
form of love and kinship they desire 
without forgetting that, when we speak 
about love, the celebratory layer is just the 
rare and lucky arrival point after a long 
and complex path. 

Storia di un abbraccio (fra specie)
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To a raven and hurricanes that from unknown 
places bring back smells of humans in love. 
Installation view at Palacio de Cristal, 
Museo Reina Sofia, Madrid, 2020
PH: Imagen Subliminal

The History of a Hug. 
Installation view at Palacio de Cristal, 

Museo Reina Sofia, Madrid, 2020
PH: Imagen Subliminal

I’m hungry to keep you close. I want to find the 
words to resist but in the end there is a locked 
sphere. The funny thing is that you’re not here, 
nothing is. 
Installation view Kosovo Pavillion, 
Biennale di Venezia, 2013
PH: Roberto Marossi
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Poisoned by men in need of some love 
(Marmaronetta), 2015-2019, iron, 
cow excrement, soil, glue, brass structure 
(detail)

Bourgeois Hen, 2009, drawing on paper

They are Lucky to be Bourgeois Hens II, 2009. 
Wood, paint, electricity, chickens. 
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Poisoned by men in need of some love. 
Installation view at Kunst und 
Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland, Bonn, 2015
PH: Simon Vogel

Uccelli nel Palacio de Cristal, Museo Reina Sofia, Madrid, 2020

All images courtesy: the artist, ChertLüdde, kamel mennour
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