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Preface

Jonida Gashi

No escape route inside the narrative...

There is more than one broken narrative to be found in Ar-
mando Lulaj and Marco Mazzi’s Broken Narrative: The Politics of
Contemporary Art in Albania. Indeed, the book is full of them,
from the interrupted utopian future(s) of the communist past,
to the borrowed dystopian future(s) of the neoliberal present,
to the radically reduced, almost elemental actions impregnated
with political possibility that are inherently “broken,” since their
only raison détre seems to be being performed again and again,
as if on a loop. There is only one narrative, however, that the
book specifically sets out to break. That would be the official, or
perhaps semi-official, narrative about the relationship between
art and politics in contemporary Albania as embodied in the
figure of Edi Rama, Albania’s artist-turned-prime minister. De-
nouncing the reduction of the project for the fusion of art and
politics to the figure of the artist—politician, Lulaj also points his
finger at the rarefied art circles in which this politically dubious
if not downright reactionary idea was not only accepted but also
thrived. The latter come across as vulture-type creatures roam-
ing the globe in hot pursuit of the next experimental utopia (the
more exotic the better!), a process not unlike the fervent pursuit
of regime change by the United States in equally exotic, faraway
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BROKEN NARRATIVE

lands in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist at-
tacks, and with about the same amount of grace and thoughtful-
ness. The comparison is especially fitting because when the uto-
pian experiment inevitably fails — which in Albania failed long
ago — these vulture-type creatures simply pick up and leave,
moving on to the next experimental utopia without facing any
repercussions, if only of an ethical nature.

... the gallows of contemporary art.

This is easy enough to understand. The challenge for the reader
is following the links in the chain connecting the politics of
contemporary art in Albania to the crisis of contemporary art
more broadly. One could describe the relationship between the
two as one of inverse mirroring. In the case of Albania, real-
ity has, as Lulaj puts it, “overreached the intended experimental
utopia” The second project for the union of art and politics (in
Albania) — the first one being socialist realism under commu-
nism — has metamorphosed into a “contemporary art-organ-
ized crime” complex. The problem with contemporary art on
the other hand, contemporary art being by definition post-
conceptual in Lulajs appraisal, is that postconceptual art has
reached a sort of historical impass. Its tools have exhausted
their potential and are no longer adequate in coming to grips
with the current state of the world. Ultimately, however, what
unites the politics of contemporary art in Albania to the crisis of
contemporary art on a broad scale is the neoliberal matrix that
underpins both of them. At its most extreme, this neoliberal
matrix manifests itself in the reliance of world governments on
cycles of crises that they themselves manufacture and perpetu-
ate. The art system is also dependent on these crises, since they
determine where the world’s (read: the economy’s) reflectors
will be pointed at next. This is especially true of the art market,
but artists too, argues Lulaj, are always waiting for “a war, a nat-
ural cataclysm, an earthquake”” In hindsight, Lulaj’s words come
across as eerily prophetic. Less than a year after this interview
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PREFACE

was completed in May 2019, we would have the opportunity to
witness the mightily unsightly spectacle of the international art
world trying to chew on the new global reality and repackage it
for artistic consumption with the kind of zeal and speed that can
only be described as exploitative.

... an alarm from the past is ringing.

Most interestingly, this book represents an attempt by the art-
ist to map the themes and topics that have always inhabited his
work, especially the body of works that relate to his country’s
postwar history. Lulaj’s obsession with the tropes of both rep-
etition/return and rupture as a means of understanding said
history comes across quite strongly. Thus, the new love for the
United States echoes the old love for the People’s Republic of
China and the ussr before it. Something(s) are or have been
inevitably lost in the (ex)change however. In particular, Lulaj
laments the ease with which the just causes of the past, such
as Palestine and Vietnam, have been abandoned in favor of the
unjust wars of the present, such as Afghanistan and Iraq. The
events of the year 1997 are another example. Lulaj argues persua-
sively that the combined economic, political, and social collapse
of the year 1997 ought to be seen as a repetition of the symbolic
rupture that the events of 1991 initiated, culminating in the col-
lapse of the Albanian communist regime, but in a different reg-
ister, namely that of the real. It is a shift brilliantly captured by
an anecdote the artist recounts halfway through the first chap-
ter — or the first “track” — of the book, describing how in his
neighborhood the collective mania for color TV monitors and
deep-dish antennas that marked the early 1990s was replaced by
that for bullets, rifles, and machine gun parts in 1997. More often
than not, however, (personal) memory and recollection com-
plicate attempts to historicize the contemporary era. (Indeed,
personal memory often manifests itself as blocked memory. A
case in point is the artists admission that his memories of the
events of 1991 far outnumber those of the events of 1997, leading
him to compare the latter to a “black hole””) This is a condition
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of the present itself — our present now, that is— rather than a
subjective condition, which is also reflected in the radically dif-
ferent strategies employed by the artist when approaching the
communist past versus those employed in his approach toward
the post-communist period. The material from the communist
period, archival or otherwise, must be reused, reworked, and re-
written so as to mobilize the political (but not only) knowledge
inherited from the past in order to make sense of the present.
By contrast, the present condition itself is something to escape,
or, to be more precise, the present condition must first be diag-
nosed and then deserted in anticipation of a radically different
tuture. So difficult has it become to imagine such a future, or,
indeed, the ways of getting there, that the artist’s strategies of
escape resemble (doomed) attempts to pierce wormholes in/
through the fabric of space-time.

The violence that is in the air...

In the process of mapping the themes and topics that animate
his work, what emerges —and it is unclear whether Lulaj did
this intentionally or whether it was unconscious, initially at
least —is a sense of his artistic practice as an idiosyncratic
type of mapmaking. Just as he rummages through the garbage
heap of history in order to find seemingly absurd, uncertain,
and unreliable “incidents” bordering between fact and fiction
with the aim of reactivating fragments of the communist past
in the present, Lulaj indicates again and again that he sees his
own interventions in the present as traces to be uncovered in
the future. It should be said, however, that the traces of the pre-
sent that the artist is accumulating and painstakingly collecting
for this future map are not entirely of his own making. Indeed,
the scope of the artist’s endeavor here can be described as al-
most encyclopedic, albeit a rather morbid encyclopedia popu-
lated with madmen and serial killers, whose “perfect” acts the
artist clearly admires vis-a-vis the aborted, impotent, stillborn
gestures that populate the middle ground between these two
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PREFACE

extremes. The figure of crime seems to be central to this en-
deavor. Firstly, because the criminal mind’s agility is appealing
to the artist, and the outlaw in general remains a liminal figure,
just as the artist ought to be according to Lulaj, especially at a
time when crime, or, to be more precise, organized crime and
the state in Albania have virtually merged into a single entity.
It follows that if today’s artist must behave like a criminal, then
the artist of tomorrow, whom this book is implicitly dedicated
to, must behave like a homicide detective; they must be able to
correctly interpret the signs and traces from the past inscribed
onto the body of the work. Secondly, and more importantly per-
haps, the trope of crime also raises the specter of violence, two
types of violence to be precise. On the one hand, there is the
pervasive violence meted out by the power structure which in-
sinuates itself into every corner of both public and private life
and, indeed, into the very fabric of reality. On the other hand,
there is the (potential) violence simmering under the surface,
which must be carefully studied in order to detect all the signs
pointing to its transformation over the past thirty years from a
symptom of the catastrophic breakdown in social relations pre-
cipitated by the collapse of communism to a symptom of the
social dissensus to come. The artist’s interventions in the present
are thus conceived as being part of an enormous arsenal of tools
and, indeed, weapons, to be used during this future uprising,
which is still impossible to anticipate when it will occur. Lulaj is
adamant, however, that when the time comes today’s artist must
stand back and not interfere. Another line is thus firmly drawn:
the revolution can only be trusted to the artist of tomorrow. It is
herein that the political dimension of Lulaj’s strategies of deser-
tion and escape is revealed. The present must not be rejected in
order to “save” the figure of the artist. On the contrary, it is the
figure of the artist that—at the limit —ought to be used as a
kamikaze (by the artist themself) in order to deliver a fatal blow
to the present on the way out.
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Broken Narrative

Armando Lulaj
interviewed by Marco Mazzi

This interview/conversation was conducted in an open form. The
questions were sent to the artist, and the answers were recorded
and later transcribed at different times inside our contemporary

penitentiaries.






TRACK 01

1997: why did you choose to begin this testimonial starting from
that year? What happened in those months, what was 19972
And why did this year leave such a deep mark on contemporary
Albanian history? What really happened in Albania? And what
do you remember personally? Many historians would probably
place the start of contemporary Albanian history in the early
nineties, at the time of the fall of the communist regime. Why
have you chosen a later date?

I was born in 1980 and obviously the main episodes of the
nineties that left a mark in my memory are connected with the
fall of the communist regime.’ These memories come to mind in
the form of images linked to facts that occurred in parallel with
the historical events you refer to. For instance, I have a very clear

1 To give the reader a brief frame of reference regarding the political events
that took place in Albania starting with the death of Enver Hoxha (1985):
after the fall of the communist regime in 1991, under his successor Ramiz
Alia the country transitioned to a presidential republic. He was succeeded
by Bashkim Fino. The government collapsed in 1997 due to the crisis of the
pyramid financial schemes that threw the country into anarchy. In the fol-
lowing elections, when Albania had become a parliamentary republic, the
Socialist Party prevailed, with Fatos Nano as Prime Minister. In 1998, he
was replaced by Pandeli Majko. The decline of the socialists was accompa-
nied by the birth of other political formations until Sali Berisha regained
power in 2005. The 2013 elections were won by the Socialist Party in coali-
tion with the Ls1 (Socialist Movement for Integration) in the Alliance for a
European Albania. The Socialist Party leader Edi Rama was appointed as
Prime Minister, a position he still holds.
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memory of the moment when the magnificent gilded statue of
Enver Hoxha in Skanderbeg Square in Tirana was torn down by
demonstrators. I remember it well because at the same time on
one of the city’s main streets, as my mother and I were trying to
find a safe way to get back to our house in the city’s outskirts,
there was a tank blocking the street. The soldier on top of the
tank had a machine gun in his hand; the turret turned around
slowly until at a certain point it stopped, and the barrel was
pointing right at the two of us. We stood there petrified while
people were running down the street and we could hear them
screaming that Enver Hoxha’s statue had been torn down.

I remember clearly the images on television that showed
the intense, dramatic excitement of the people who were
scrambling up the high walls of the foreign embassies to escape
from the country. I remember my parents’ discussions about
that — should we, too, leave the country, or not? My father was
in the army, so he said he couldn’t violate his oath. For this
reason we didn't leave. The same question was raised again at
home when masses of people fleeing the country covered iron
ships with their naked skin.

If I were to throw a sounding line down into the depths of
recent history, I'd stop right away at the most memorable sight
to have been left in my pre-adolescent memory. It happened in
1992 — the public hanging of two brothers in Fier, in the south-
ern part of the country. I remember it well because it took place
on June 25, the day after my twelfth birthday. The interesting
thing about this execution is that it was carried out just after
the change and so in a certain sense it was the “last” death pen-
alty imposed by the former regime, understood as a state ju-
diciary apparatus that hadn’t yet been reformed. But the most
important thing was that it was the first death sentence in the
new (ostensibly) democratic system. I think this was (and still
is) a highly significant sign for the future, this future, for the
progress of the country and the development of the democratic
system that reached its acme precisely in 1997.
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There is an anecdote about Jean Genet connected to an image
relating to the exodus of my countrymen, included in the De-
sertion Archive, an integral part of the DebatikCenter of Con-
temporary Art.> On July 13, 1990, the first ship to leave the port
of Durrés, carrying more than four thousand Albanians who
had taken refuge in the German and Italian Embassies, arrived
in Brindisi. A significant moment was documented that day, not
by the media that was present, but by an immigrant who was
on that ship and who had brought along a Russian-made cam-
era, property of Kinostudio “Shqipéria e Re” (New Albania Film
Studio). That photo is very different from the ones circulated by
the mainstream media. It is a picture that attempts to develop
and at the same time, in a certain sense, to distance itself from
the usual narrative about the Albanians, which was (is) mainly
based on media clichés.

In this reverse shot we see this ship, which had just touched
foreign soil, from the other point of view. The moment
immortalized by the media came just before he himself, the
photographer, touched the other shore and came into focus.
The half-naked body walking between the lenses of the foreign
photographers and cameramen documents an important
moment of our recent history. That body is crossing the lens
of history and was captured at this precise moment. It seems as
though it is a body entering history and escaping from it at the
same time. In this picture what magnifies the factor of flight, an
essential part of the contemporary condition of my country, is
the ship at anchor. The ship is a mirror image, a presence that
reflects the past while at the same time anticipating the future,

2 DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art (pcca) was founded in 2003 by a
group of young Albanian contemporary artists and launched the same
year with a performance on the occasion of the second edition of the
Tirana Biennial. Among its goals is investigating the mechanisms of inclu-
sion exclusion practiced by contemporary art institutions. In its current
incarnation, the DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art is a collective of
academics, activists, architects, artists, imaginary and real collectives, crit-
ics, curators, journalists, translators, etc., who are trying to shed light on
these practices, but also to offer the tools necessary to imagine alternative
futures and strategies of resistance to the status quo.
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underscoring the perennial condition of flight, which is also an
important presence in my work.

My country has a singular creative power and has always
been a sort of harvester of strange narratives that drill holes in
time, creating ellipses and parallel events —a collector country,
in possession of strange archives still to be discovered, with the
capacity to create stories parallel to and at the same time very
far from the official narrative.

It is said, for example, that certain unsuspected figures
of contemporary history — scientists, revolutionaries, and
important heads of state—have visited Albania for a very
short time in obscure circumstances. About some of them
there are only stories circulating. There is no proof of their
presence on Albanian soil, not a single document or photo, like
the undocumented visit of Ernesto Che Guevara, but only the
accounts of witnesses. In other cases documents exist, as in the
case of the young Yasser Arafat, who spent some time in the
country, obviously when it was under communism. These visits,
whether documented or not, are rooted in the construction of
our still-evolving identity. The same holds for the case of Jean
Genet, whom I mentioned before.

The criminal beginnings of a future genius are symptomatic
traces but not ones significantly tied to the country’s
development. For me, the image of a semi-naked body sailing
from Durrés to land in Brindisi has a strangely tangential link to
the journey to Albania undertaken by Jean Genet in July of1936.
Three years before the fascists invaded the country another ship,
this time going in the opposite direction, left Brindisi to cross the
Adpriatic and cast anchor in Durrés. On board that ship was the
still very young Genet. He had just deserted the army and was
traveling with a passport under a false name. His intention was
to use Albania as a stop-over on the way to other places where
he would have far more exciting adventures. After touching
Albanian soil he spent a few days in Durrés, where it is said he
even stole some livestock. In Durrés, he managed to find a car
and reached the capital, Tirana. In the main square, Skanderbeg
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Square, his suspicious appearance attracted the attention of a
gendarme, who examined his passport and figured out that it
was false. Mr. Gejietti (the name written on the passport) was
therefore escorted to the police station for further checks, after
which he was granted twenty-four hours to leave the country if
he wanted to avoid being put under arrest. Heading south, he
tried unsuccessfully to reach Corfu, after which he turned north
toward Yugoslavia. There he was arrested and imprisoned as a
suspected spy. And so his story continues... I am and always
will be fascinated by tangential connections, by these images,
by these (sought after) metaphors that create an alternative
landscape for the identity of this country.

The main difference between 1990 and 1997 is that in 1990 we
underwent a sort of symbolic separation from the past, while
on the contrary the events of 1997, which marked the historical
peak of change, forever cemented the road to neoliberalism. To
all this we should add that there was a sort of refusal, a resistance
on everyone’s part. In some ways, in 1997 we were trying to vomit
the future before swallowing it. Historically speaking, the year
1997 remains problematic because of the challenges posed by
the events themselves, which are multifaceted and multilayered,
and also because of the difficulties faced by those involved
in investigating these events to glean their true significance,
whether separately or as a totality.

That year had and still has a uniqueness, a peculiar capacity
to stop time, contrasting and cancelling it. There have been
many definitions of that year, including annus horribilis, “The
year of total destruction,” “The cursed year,” “The year of the
pyramids,” “The year of deception,” “The unforgettable year;” or
else “The year to forget,” “The year of the shock,” exaggeratedly
and stupidly even “Hiroshima minus the atomic bomb,” but
also simply Nineteen Ninety Seven. These formulas were spread
mainly by the media, by local and foreign politicians, by NGos,
by religious activists infiltrated into the country, and by the
emanations of powerful world structures operating in the
shadows. I believe that the chaos and shock of that year, just
like the conditions that preceded it as well as the situations that
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followed the events of that year, were the effects of a carefully
orchestrated plan,, just like the economic shock therapy was
first tested in other countries.

In the 1970s, Jeffrey Sachs and David Lipton devised in the
space of one night Milton Friedman’s plan for Chile, which
aimed at transforming the country’s socialist economy into a
market economy. I believe that in the case of Albania there was
not that much urgency: there was plenty of time available to
orchestrate a geostrategic plan conceived on various levels, not
only for our country, but for the entire Balkan area, especially
the part that had been involved in war since the early nineties.
Today it is a generally accepted conviction that the plan was
the work of the Americans, and that it started to develop with
the introduction of the pyramid schemes® that began to operate
in the country in early 1992, exploding in 1996-1997, and then
continued in 1999 with the war in Kosovo.

In those years the majority of Albanians had lost their jobs.
The main productive activities had shut down as industry
collapsed: factories closed, machinery was sold as scrap, and state
companies went into private hands for peanuts. The majority of
the population lived on the returns from the investments in the
pyramid schemes and/or on the remittances sent by Albanian
immigrants working and living abroad. In the years leading up
to 1997, people had started selling their homes so as to “invest”
the proceeds in the Ponzi schemes. They had repeatedly been
encouraged by the government to put their “clean” money
into this great money laundering machine, which one fine day
simply imploded. The economy was, as they said, “taken to the
emergency room” on the verge of collapse. The fatal day arrived,
and the savings of the Albanian people disappeared forever.

3 The expression “pyramid scheme” is used to describe a model of
marketing or investment in which the gains of each investor are linked to
the recruitment of others, not unlike the way so-called chain letters work.
The “Ponzi schemes” alluded to further down are in reality the fraudulent
version of this model, according to which income derives exclusively from
the amounts paid by new investors and not from earnings in productive or
financial activities.
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Parliament barred the activity of the pyramid companies with
a special law and some of their collaborators were arrested, but
their assets were not frozen. People began to protest, demanding
to get their money back. Despite the endless promises made by
all the political parties, the money was never returned. What
followed looks like a well-known script, from the eruption of
protests to the raids on ammunition depots, and finally the
arrival of so-called anarchy and rebellion against the state.
The corrupt Democratic Party government, which had taken
part in the pyramid fraud, collapsed while trying to put down
the protests. The country was in the hands of criminal groups
supported by the opposition, which in a very short time rose
to power. To this day there are no accurate statistics, but it is
thought that as a result of the events of 1997 more than three
thousand civilians and 360 policemen were killed; five thousand
civilians were wounded, and usD 1.2 billion (one billion and two
hundred million) were devoured by the pyramid schemes.

In those years we were experiencing the cNN effect—we
mainly watched foreign Tv channels and listened to foreign
radio stations, because they seemed to us more credible than
our local broadcasters, which were mostly controlled by the
government. Contrary to the early nineties, which I remember
far more clearly, I remember only a few unfocused episodes from
1997. For me it is still like a sort of deep black hole, and in answer
to your question this is the other reason why I am so interested
in the events of that year. I have some images impressed in my
mind, but they are few compared to what was almost a year of
violent events. My experiences during that period are in some
way frozen, hidden, and they pass through my mind as a frame
of disorderly photograms, accompanied by a clear sound that
is repeated continually. It is like finding oneself inside a space
where a distinct sound is perpetually accompanied by an image
from that period. Strangely enough though, it's not necessarily
an image from 1997 Albania, but instead other images that
are reflections of parallel stories. In my opinion, the “Year of
electroshock,” as I call it, even if it produced many contradictory
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images and documentation of all sorts, which we nourished
ourselves on, has more to do with sound than with image.

This reminds me of something we did when we were boys.
Before 1990 and for a short time afterward, like many other
people of my generation I used a cassette player. Since we
couldn’t make copies of the tapes, when we ran out of cassettes
we would play the one cassette we had repeatedly, running it
backwards and forwards to hear the piece we liked best over
and over, or to try and understand the lyrics of the song or the
chorus. At times the tape got caught in the recorder and we
had to get it free. Then we would try to fix it, spool the tape
back into the cassette so as to restore it, but when we pushed
the play button at times we heard pauses of silence or distorted
passages of music. Somehow these gaps created in the middle
of the pieces, between the sounds that came before and after,
strengthened the memory of the original piece, by now lost, and
the distorted melody and words became clearer and more well-
defined. This gap, which could reinforce the original sound but
could also cancel it to produce something different, is what I am
still trying to identify about 1997.

During the year 1997, for many months almost all of us heard
the same sound in every town and village of the country. The same
sound went around and came out of the television and the radio.
I think the sound is the right key to remember and to use against
our desire to forget. What is really frightening, but at the same
time encouraging, is that there is in people’s minds a common
understanding in a certain sense, like a silent harmony, of what
happened. But this is not (as yet) clear collective comprehension,
in the sense of historical knowledge about the recent past. This
silence has become a space to violate, a space where memories
tend to be fragmentary, as it were, and are replaced by the
official narrative of the International Monetary Fund, by the
propagandistic images and documents of the corrupt media, by
the interests of the United States, our guardian angels and God’s
right hand, by the propaganda of our neoliberal governments,
by the nationalistic ideas of certain parties, by the specific
agendas of other countries, the apparatuses of recent political
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history. Memories are also manipulated by time, but what I
find disastrous is that the great majority of people, encouraged
by politics, are sliding into oblivion. This is how the political
apparatus manages to transform the people into a bunch of
puppets in the hands of a great ventriloquist who interprets the
script dictated by the great orchestra conductor. Against this
backdrop, the voices of the artist, the socially committed film
director and the investigative reporter are completely absent.

Today and 1997. The Italian and western media have spoken
relatively little of the real causes that led to the situation of
anarchy that the Albanian nation was plunged into in 199;.
They have spoken only of illegal immigration, criminality, etc.
Many people, even today in Italy, believe that the crisis of 1997
was caused by the bad administration of the communist regime,
whereas we know that responsibility for the emergency and the
disorders were not connected as much to the communist past
as to the crash of economic models of a “democratic” nature.
Can you talk to us about the transition from a communist-
type economy to the current one? How would you define
this passage? What has changed economically? What has
happened?

The global media gave wide coverage to the events of 1997. They
gave their version: in general, their conclusions went back to
the poor previous administration and always put the blame on
the dictatorial regime. They almost never produced different
narratives, which remain in the shadows even today and still
have to be unveiled. As I said before, the model proposed, or
better imposed and still in fashion, is neoliberalism, but it has
never been adequately analyzed. The media try to treat 1997
as a symbolic situation, rather like 1990, but in my opinion it
is not. They also try to demonize the past regime in order to
glorify our current one. This is a naive approach that needs
reconsideration. Only now, in the light of recent economic and
political developments, is the curtain being lifted, allowing us to
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make connections and to carry out detailed analyses. Performed
chiefly by serious young scholars, both local and foreign, these
analyses link the economic models set up in Albania in those
days to the economic and political developments of the present
day.

Edward Said writes in Culture and Imperialism, “The threat
to independence in the late twentieth century from the new
electronics could be greater than was colonialism itself. [...]
The new media have the power to penetrate more deeply into
a ‘receiving’ culture than any previous manifestation of western
technology™

In the 1990s we became great “receptors” of novelty.
Everything began with the explosion of household appliances
that came from Bulgaria, South Korea, Germany, Italy, and
Turkey. New color monitors were present in every household,
and deep-dish antennas adorned balconies and windows
on every building. This thirst for the televisual image, for its
perpetual, incessant realism, together with the desire for the
new electronics, continues to this day more than ever.

I got my first computer in 1997. It was a Power Macintosh
8500. At the time I had no idea what to do with it. Our parents
encouraged us, my sister and me, to work on it, to use it, but I
didn’t know what to do with it. In my first videos in those years,
the computer, sometimes turned on, at other times off, is almost
always in the background of the shot, like an extra in the short
études I made in those days.

At the time I lived near one of the largest ammunition and
weapons depots, Shkolla e Bashkuar (The United School). This
was the most important army training center in the country,
which Arafat had visited and also where he had trained. We
knew that place well since we often gathered there to exercise
and watch the soldiers train. When the depot was dismantled,
most of my neighbors and friends rushed there to grab weapons.
I didn’t go. I wasn't interested in having a weapon. My father

4 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1993), 291-92.
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owned a pistol and so I was familiar with firearms. From my
balcony I saw my friends walking down the street carrying
large quantities of ammunitions/weapons. Some of them had
only pillaged boxes of the famous Russian 12.7x108 mm bullets.
Others, from other neighborhoods, took only rifles and machine
gun parts. To get those weapons to work various people had to
collaborate, at first swapping ammunitions for weapons, and
then buying and selling them. In a short time everyone was
armed. Almost overnight firearms had become more common
and important than household appliances.

I think that deep down the rebellion, anger, and excitement
that were produced at that time were actually aimed at something
very different. In the fragments of memory I still hold, as in the
thousands of images I witnessed, there is a genuine, authentic
element that the standard narrative misses, an element more
pertinent to the idea of a very different and far more interesting
revolution. I often ask myself who or what this enemy that
everyone kept shooting at really was, and the most accurate
answer is that it was capitalism itself, the reality and the future
that have now been unveiled.

There are various narratives concerning 1997, but the most
widespread one is that conceived by the International Monetary
Fund. The report made by Christopher Jarvis reconstructs the
main economic events from immediately after the fall of the
communist regime to 19975 According to this report, but also
others published after 1997, the main thing to take into account
is that the economic crisis had in fact begun long before 1997
and was caused by a scarce familiarity with the financial market.
Jarvis goes on to cite the country’s inaccessibility to the market,
which was due to its purely formal financial system and an
economy that excluded almost every form of private property.
The report holds that after the collapse of the communist
regime the three banks operating in the country were not able

5 Christopher Jarvis, “The Rise and Fall of Albania’s Pyramid Schemes,”
Finance and Development 37, no. 1 (2000), https://www.imf.org/external/
pubs/ft/fandd/2000/03/jarvis.htm.
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to sustain the private sector that was successfully developing,
and this favored the growth of informal loan companies. From
1992 onward all these loan companies started to change into
pyramid schemes. With the governments full support, they also
“sponsored” political parties, as well as numerous Members of
Parliament, or, ashas been proven, high government officials who
benefitted personally from the pyramid schemes. According to
the IMF, during the rise — but also during the collapse — of these
pyramid schemes, the government remained a passive spectator
of the crisis. The escalation of that bubble was catastrophic in
economic terms, but—again according to the IMF—it was
short-lived and, we might say, controlled. By contrast, the civil
disorders that followed had a long-term impact on society, and
it can be said that they still do.

Those years were very fruitful for local criminal organizations
as well as for foreign mafias, which laundered dirty money
through the pyramid schemes, controlled illegal immigration,
and later came to control weapons and drug trafficking as well.
The alarm that signaled the imminent collapse came when the
interest paid by the pyramid schemes began to soar as high as
thirty per cent a month. The implosion of the schemes in 1996
is colorfully described by Jarvis, “Albanians sold their houses to
invest in the schemes, farmers sold their livestock. The mood is
vividly captured by a resident who said that, in the fall of 1996,
Tirana smelled and sounded like a slaughterhouse as farmers
drove their animals to market to invest the proceeds in the
pyramid schemes””

As I've already said, it is my impression that something has
been deliberately left out of this report, something that concerns
the geopolitical aspect... Albania has always been considered a
factor of stability in a turbulent region, one often darkened by
tragic events such as repression, genocide, and religious hatred.
Keeping in mind the various geopolitical agendas of the time,
still alive in the Balkans today in order to control the region,
preserve the calm and continue expanding, we cannot fail to see
the events of 1997 as an essential piece in a bigger puzzle, a piece
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that can be blown up by remote control from one moment to
the next.

The social impact that the events of ’97 could have on the
future was the main thread of some extraordinary never-
completed filmed material, called Kroniké '97 (Chronicle ’97).
This raw material was produced by a group of people who
worked for the former Kinostudio during the communist
regime, including a cameraman who had shot numerous films
for this regime, and a director who had made many Kinostudio
productions in the past and had also worked on Gianni Amelio’s
1994 feature film Lamerica. There are 8,500 meters of 35smm
film, preserved in the National Film Archive, which capture
something very different from what the media version showed,
and that includes both local and foreign reporters. The group
took several months long trip in search of a matrix that was
both different and at the same time profoundly connected to the
strategies of economic “shock therapy” Part of this rather naif
footage was shot, among other places, in a psychiatric hospital
where the group interviewed doctors and filmed patients in an
attempt to explore the depths of the shock they had suffered and
the impact that the events that had taken place might have on
the future of society. Then they went to the zoo to film the caged
animals, a lion, a tiger, and a wolf, trying to understand the
levels of stress the animals had suffered. They also went to the
police-dog school, asking the trainers the same questions. They
continued their research in institutes for the deaf-mute and
the blind, in archaeological parks and destroyed museums, in
penitentiaries, in local cemeteries and the foreign cemeteries of
the First and Second World Wars. The film, which is divided in
31 acts and has never been edited and nor should it be, is still an
open work. In my view this material from 1997 constitutes the
first readymade film to be signed in our country. It may be the
only material which attempts to carry out a complex research
project in search of alternative testimonies that allow us to get
beyond the distorted representations we find in media images.
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Le fond de lair est noir.

I left Albania in October 1998 and I lived in Italy for over ten
years. I always considered Italy as a port of passage that could
give me the possibility to move elsewhere through obtaining the
necessary paperwork I would need. We were students, but we
were also treated violently as immigrants with limited rights, or
as foreign workers with no dignity. You could smell this violence
in the air; it materialized above all in the behavior of the police,
who were xenophobic and quick to teach certain so-called
European rules, consisting in the use of force and violence.

It is unforgivable, though understandable, that so many of
my countrymen have camouflaged themselves and tried to hide
themselves in that society. I can remember a very troubling
episode concerning one of the most tragic events of 1997. Just
one month after my arrival in Florence, I went to see the uncle
of a close friend of mine, who had lived there for years in
spite of which him and his wife as well as their son where still
undocumented. We were talking about the ship Katér i Radés,
which had been rammed by the Italian navy corvette Sibilla and
had gone down in the Channel of Otranto on March 28, 1997,
resulting in 81 victims and dozens of others who were classified
as missing, among them women and children. His wife said
the Italians had sunk the Albanian ship. The owner of the
apartment was also there, an Italian. Then the husband snapped
and ordered her to correct what shed said and never to repeat
those lies to anyone, not even to herself. On the contrary, she
should repeat the Italian media version, according to which the
incident had been a tragedy, and was therefore “justified” This
was the same version given by the owner of the apartment. I tried
to state my opinion, because I agreed with the woman. That is
how I understood I was no longer welcome in their apartment.
This is the general attitude that has been perpetuated — it has
never been contested as it should be, not even by contemporary
Albanian artists living in Italy, and to this day it represents a
great tragedy for our people.

“In Italy, Albanians are first of all future immigrants,” wrote
Susan Sontag in an article in the New York Times while she was
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living in Bari to write about the 1999 war in Kosovo.® I find this
to be pretty much the truth. Sontag stayed in southern Italy for
a long time, and one of her favorite movies in this decade was
Amelio’s Lamerica. In the spring of 1998 she visited Albania,
which had just surfaced from the disaster of 1997. When the
director of the Albanian Soros Foundation, who accompanied
her and had organized her visit, asked her what she thought after
observing the Albanian landscape and the people, she answered,
frankly, “I'm thinking about what this place will be like in twenty
years...” And then she added, “I think it will be hard to change
it>” It is now exactly twenty years after that visit, and we still
have the same political class. There is still this absurd desire on
the part of the politicians to begin from square one, changing
their skin, erasing the hard disk, and inscribing a new chapter.
As I said a little while ago, the expansion of neoliberalism
that started in the nineties had its peak, the greatest force of
impact, in 1997. This political orientation —and I'm referring
here mainly to what is happening today —is devouring the
country completely, thanks to privatization of all public goods
and services, lack of competition, special laws that violate
the constitution being passed to accommodate the oligarchs,
widespread corruption, and, above all, growth of public debt
as a consequence of the borrowing/spending of the current
government, which drowns itself in luxury. Organized crime
and gangs control power hand in hand with the government and
the country has become an important actor in the international
drug trade. There has always existed a tie between mafia
organizations and the Albanian government, even prior to this
government, but it was never so bald-faced. Today the criminal
gangs use the Balkans as a bridge between East and West.
Albania has become a place to bury European trash, a halfway
stop for the cocaine that comes from Afghanistan or Latin

6 Susan Sontag, “Why Are We In Kosovo?” New York Times Magazine, May
2,1999, https://www.nytimes.com/1999/05/02/magazine/why-are-we-in-
kosovo.html.

7 Piro Misha, Arratisja nga burgjet e historisé (Tirana: Toena, 2008), 16.
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America, directed toward the heart of Europe. The country
itself has become a large-scale producer of marijuana; in fact,
the suspicion exists that some of these plantations have become
sources of financing for fundamentalist organizations like 1s1s.
Before coming to power in 2013 the socialists, forming the
most right-wing government this country has seen since the fall
of communism, took Rebirth as their emblem. They stole the
idea and the program from Tony Blair’s New Labour, which won
the British elections in 1997. The emblem fits Blair’s and New
Labour’s scams better than the historical movement it is meant
to be associated with which is known as Rilindja Kombétare, or
The National Renaissance, the historical period between the end
of the 19th century and the declaration of independence in 1912.
In a very short time, the reborn socialists have proved to be the
greatest con-men in our contemporary history. Transforming
their leader, Edi Rama, into a sort of international brand, like
Adidas or Coca-Cola, they’'ve shown themselves to be a huge
machine for corruption and crime, and consequently people’s
desire to escape from the country has sharply increased. In fact,
almost half a million people have left the country during this
legislature in hopes of finding a better life elsewhere in Europe.

NEVER.? Ideology and the economy: are these perhaps two
different types of “narrative”? How would you define ideology
and how would you define the economy? How do you explore
and how do you treat ideology from an artistic point of
view? And the economy? On the whole your work seems to
aim at exploring both the ideological superstructure of the
contemporary political narrative and the economic structure.
I'm thinking above all of your video NEVER. Can you talk to
us about it in detail? Id like you to speak about NEVER from

8 The video NEVER (2012, 22} b/w and color), along with It Wears as It Grows
(2011) and Recapitulation (2011), is part of the Albanian Trilogy: A Series of
Devious Stratagems project presented by Lulaj at the 2015 Venice Biennale.
See Armando Lulaj, Albanian Trilogy: A Series of Devious Stratagems, ed.
Marco Scotini (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2015).
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the “formal” point of view as well. You used the word, an
instrument that has a long tradition in contemporary art. Can
video art be considered a great example of concrete poetry and
conceptual writing?

Fakt (Albanian) — Fact (English) / Fucked (English)—1I
shkérdhyer (Albanian).

The pronunciation of the English word fucked is /fakt/. The
sound of fucked is very like that of the Albanian word fakt (“fact,
that is, something real, true”). So when we say fucked, Albanians
understand fakt, and this leads me to say that in fact we are
fucked.

As T've said more than once, the contemporary perception
of a country like mine has largely come out of images produced
by the photo-reporting of photographers who arrived in the
country at certain historical moments and invented a stereotyped
way to represent the contemporary history of Albania and its
people. This way of operating took hold in the early nineties and
spread to the mainstream. The Benetton advertising campaign
represents an important example of appropriation, genius, and
configuration. The photo used by Benetton was shot by an
Albanian photographer. The original is in black and white, but
in the campaign it was retouched and so was seen by the whole
world in color. The passage from black and white to color, from
reality to perception, was a conceptual operation that structured
a mentality through the language of advertising. Photography
has greater force, an extreme power that has been used in the
past by large companies and powerful media actors, as well as
by political parties. Never, however, like now, because nowadays
photography has assumed a new role in the representation of
politics.

Every artistic movement, however rebellious it may be, is
linked to a social movement or political ideology. It should
be said that global interest in contemporary Albanian art
began precisely in 1997 and was “consecrated” only a few years
later with its presence at the Venice Biennale. Political forces
and certain private foreign foundations that operated in the
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country, and still do, have played a very important supporting
role. What I continue to disagree with in this strategy is the
narrative produced, which presents absurd falsities. This small
country should not have limited itself to a single narrative, the
one proposed by people who have the power to be the most
visible and well connected. Many personalities in the Albanian
art world have taken part in the construction of this narrative,
according to which art and politics closely agree in proclaiming
a sort of utopian success. My thinking is the exact opposite.
Only to very few others, who are part of the Albanian art system
but haven't contributed to the creation of the official narrative, is
it clear that in this country art and politics are farther apart than
ever, I'd even say poles apart.

In the construction of the official falsehood there’s a very
interesting aspect that involves something that came to the fore
in the sixties in other countries and is useful now for politics
but not for artists. To allow artists to fight against a terrible
political and social situation, the production and intersection
of surrealist type “scandals” is needed in order to spark off a
movement of rebirth and innovation. Here in Albania the
opposite happens: nourished by today’s art and architecture,
it is the corrupt state that produces the “scandal” (surrealistic)
in the form of stratospheric corruption, filtering everything
through the public relations machine which the “contemporary
Renaissance” is in reality. The younger artists, and older ones
as well (a couple of them who continue to be successful have
a shadowy past), have become disciples or ambassadors of
governmental art and produce nothing of interest, since they
are the products of this corrupt state. This is a country where
there is no art system able to organize, filter, and promote...
And today an extremely important factor for development is
still missing: namely, independent strategies.

To make NEVER I had to meet many people connected to
politicians as well as the politicians themselves. At the time,
the village where the mountain is located, the township, and
the government, were the property of three different entities
controlled by three different political parties, the most important
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in the country. It seemed very unlikely that they could collaborate
to give me the permits required. Later on I realized that the idea
obviously interested them more as a business transaction rather
than as art: in return for the permits, one party tried to get me
to use its youth wing — obviously as a PR gimmick, another tried
to get me to buy vast amounts fuel from a company associated
with it, yet another tried to get me to hire the acquaintances of
its local party leadership, and, last but not least, they all tried to
exploit my project to improve their public image. In the end I
tried to remove the various pressures, which at times were even
threatening, by choosing not to collaborate with any of them
and to organize everything myself independently, without any
permits: to do without them, changing my strategy totally and
working “underground,” as it were. It was a very hard thing to
carry out.

My operation envisioned a gigantic written message that
occupied a space of 36,000 square meters, visible from every
point of the city of Berat. The symbolic act of transforming the
gigantic message on Mount Shpirag, made with large stones by
the communists in the sixties, has a long story. It wasn’t my own
idea originally, nor an idea of the democrats, who tried to destroy
and eliminate it forever in 1994. Instead, it was the bright idea
of an American diplomat who, on seeing the letters that spelled
the name of the communist dictator Enver Hoxha, proposed
to the mayor of Berat to add another letter. Since the diplomat
came from Denver (Colorado), thinking he was being original
and funny (in the way of foreign colonizers, like all diplomats
in my country), he suggested adding the letter D in front of the
name. Obviously this never happened, also because in 1994
the democrats, that is the right-wing party, used explosives to
blow up the inscription, in the process destroying the homes of
farmers as the stones rolled down the mountain. But since they
still didn’t manage to completely erase the dictator’s name, they
then proceeded to use napalm and set fire to the mountain. Two
soldiers were seriously burnt during this operation.

I climbed the mountain in 2011 to see what was left, since it
was impossible to see anything from a distance or to understand
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anything from close up. I inspected the area. The access road
had just been built. Shell was drilling nearby because the
area had good oil sources. Theyd just opened a well and were
preparing to drill the second. The first idea was to replicate the
fire of 1994 in a controlled way, using fuel to outline the letters
on the steep slope. We performed a small tryout—it was a
disaster. That was a typical military operation and I lacked the
necessary equipment. The other problem was that the mountain
was a dense mat of weeds crawling with snakes. We couldn’t
do anything like what wed wanted to do without the risk of
damaging the environment, given that under those conditions
the unpredictability of the wind made it impossible to control
the fire. A few months later I went up the mountain again to meet
the farmers. It took months of negotiations and explanations to
finally convince them to help me. One of them, who can be seen
in the film, was a boy in 1968 when the inscription was made
and had taken part in its production. It had been an enormous
challenge, a colossal job that began with the army carrying the
stones up the mountain on mules and was eventually completed
by the communist youth — our witness was one of them — who
painted the rocks placed by the army with lime to make them
white. The old man knew the position of the missing letters
perfectly, since in 1997 the Albanian Communist Party had
commissioned him and others to redraw them in their original
position by cutting back the vegetation and then drawing them
on the ground in lime.

I explained to the farmers that I didn't want to rewrite the
name as it had been, but rather to introduce a substantial change
both to the diplomat’s D and the communists’ idea. I wanted to
invert the order of the first two letters, so that ENVER became
NEVER. A gesture. Yet another gesture. An imitation of facts
anchored to reality, but which nevertheless should not be seen
onlyin this sense. Associations and similarity are inevitable in all
cases, whether in the gesture of adding or in that of subtracting/
burying, rewriting the name as it was or completely changing its
sense. The new word held a negation within itself, but not the
negation of an idea or an ideology, as has often erroneously been
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written. That word conceals an undesirable message from a past
that is not allowed to show itself in our future, this stolen future.

Back in 2012, when I first created this image in black and
white, I told everyone who helped me that this work, though
so emphatically visible, would only start being perceived after
ten years or so, or perhaps will only really be perceived when it
begins to disappear, when it will once again be covered by time.
In the past I'm interested in exploring there are clear signs of
refusal, but there are also signs of a future different from the one
we are living in.

I found very little material about the stone message in the
public archives. It all seemed to have vanished, but I didn’t
believe that at all. It’s all hidden in the personal archives of the
people who worked for these institutions, or who had access
to the documents or to photos which they appropriated. In the
National Film Archive there are only a few seconds of colored
footage where the writing appears, and very few photos, also in
color, of the dictator’s name.

These news clips and documentaries date back to the late
sixties and early seventies and, for the most part, are about the
air force. Other accounts and reports from those years found
in the archive folders concern the building of a nation under
communist ideology, worldwide communist resistance, mutual
aid, the training of militants in Albania, the war in Vietnam, the
Palestinian question, and the perennial destruction of Africa,
always accompanied by the disastrous political, economic, and
military presence of the United States in conflict zones. All these
sequences were repeated by the propaganda apparatus as if on a
loop that seems (not) to have influenced this future. They seem
to belong to a [not] not very distant past of a collective memory
that must (not) be analyzed.

Man produces himself through thought, and only another
kind of loop can replace this past. This new loop to which we are
subjected is a kind of torture that produces a lobotomy, just like
the one described and analyzed in the early sixties in the Kubark
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manual.® Obviously, everything is far more complicated today,
because the means used to manipulate truth and reality are very
different and more sophisticated. Marx wrote, “The means is as
much part of the truth as the result. The quest for truth must
itself be true, the true quest is the unfurling of a truth whose
different parts combine in the result”°

In Albania in those days there was no Godard, no Marker,
but only the state cinema apparatus that edited film materials as
absolute truth in order to produce its own narrative. We need
to reactivate the fuse to make it catch fire, we need to reuse
this political material, rework it, rewrite it, associate it with the
political knowledge that we have today of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, of Iran, and of the American presence in Afghanistan
and Iraq. Our participation in these wars in defense of a diabolic
lie that mouths the words liberty and democracy is an episode
that needs to be analyzed. We have to put together information
in ways as yet unimaginable and rewrite the collective political
memory of the nation. The past defended these just causes
while the present denies them. The present reveals itself as the
murderer of truth and creator of a lethal image.

There is yet another aspect of NEVER that has to do with
the idea of landscape, which started to change and transform
itself radically beginning in the nineties. It concerns both the
economy and surveillance. Just like the devious actions of a
serial killer who deliberately leaves traces behind only for the
pleasure of the game he plays with the spectator he’s created, but
who is never captured because he is always two steps ahead and
so he goes on committing more and more complicated murders.
Here 'm not talking only about the disastrous ecological impact
that private business has had on the environment and the
damage it continues to inflict on nature. I'm not talking about

9 The Kubark Counterintelligence Interrogation is a detailed manual for
conducting interrogations, even using extreme techniques like torture,
created in 1963 for c1a agents and made public in 1997. Available online at
https://archive.org/details/kubark.

10 Georges Perec, Things: A Story of the Sixties / A Man Asleep, trans. David
Bellos (London: Vintage, 2011).
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the cancer of the concessionary contracts that have transformed
big cities like Tirana, Durrés, Fier, and Vlorg, nor about the laws
passed especially to favor the plans of the construction industry
mafia. Rather, I'm talking about the fixed stare, the panoptic
stare of the surveillance that surrounds each one of us nowadays
and turns us into conscious prisoners and a homogeneous part
of the landscape. As Masao Adachi" rightly says, “even the
human existence as substance has been turned into landscape.
Because of global homogenization, and because everything now
is subjected to the purpose of industries and market economy,
our way of thinking is seeking to adjust to the changes. So, as
a sequel to landscape theory, film should begin with patiently
recording real human beings™* Essentially, it is not only us
that look at and observe it, the landscape itself observes us and
thereby creates, through consciousness, a conflict that makes us
into an immobile, frozen society.

Unable to Perform because Unfree to Perform.

I believe that to change the situation we have to rewrite the
rules. We mustn’t film or record the event any more, but instead
do our part there, inside the fray, create a new collectivity, in
order to change the filmed document. Throw away the camera,
not film the event, do something else to produce a new film.
Produce another event that goes beyond the image that the
camera can perceive. We need to produce a new type of evidence,
anew image that we have to shape in a completely different way.
To do this, we need to work, again, underground.

In these years I've produced a map and have documented the
concrete changes the name on the mountain has undergone. The
landscape, from the ENVER of 1968, changed toward FEVER (in

11 Masao Adachi (Fukuoka, 1939) is a Japanese director and set designer
known for his sympathies with the Palestinian Popular Liberation
Front. Member of the Nihon Sekigun, or Japanese Red Army, he was
imprisoned in Lebanon and Japan and subsequently deprived of the right
of expatriation.

12 “Empire and Revolution: Conversation Between Masao Adachi and
Takashi Sakai,” Nihon Cine Art, March 17, 2009, http://eigageijutsu.blogs-
pot.com/2009/03/empire-and-revolution-conversation.html.
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economic terms, I suppose) in 2013, when an artist expressed the
idea of wanting to modify NEVER. He didn’t succeed physically
but only conceptually. In 2018 others simulated the burning of
the letter N to leave only the adverb EVER on the mountain.

ENVER 1968
DENVER 1993

1994
ENVER 1997
NEVER 2012
FEVER 2013
EVER 2018
NEVER 2021
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Fig. 1. DESERTION ARCHIVES by Armando Lulaj, 2017.
Photo taken on July 13, 1990 in Brindisi, Italy, by Agim Kubati.
Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.

Fig. 2. Kroniké *97 1996-97. Frame from “Kroniké '97”.
Unrealized footage directed by Kreshnik Hashorva,
poP Bashkim Asllani.

Courtesy of National Albanian Film Archive.

Fig. 3. ENVER Slogan, 1976.

Armando Lulaj’s personal archive.

Fig. 4. Kroniké ’97 1996-97. Frame from “Kroniké ’97”.
Unrealized footage directed by Kreshnik Hashorva,
poP Bashkim Asllani.

Courtesy of National Albanian Film Archive.
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Fig. 5. DESERTION ARCHIVES by Armando Lulaj, 2017.
Photo taken on July 13, 1990 in Brindisi, Italy, by Agim Kubati.
Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.

Fig. 6. Kroniké ’97 1996-97. Frame from “Kroniké 97”.
Unrealized footage directed by Kreshnik Hashorva,
poP Bashkim Asllani.

Courtesy of National Albanian Film Archive.

Fig. 7. NEVER by Armando Lulaj, 2012.
Video, Full HD, B/w and Color, Sound, 22’
Courtesy of DebatikCenter Film and Paolo Maria Deanesi Gallery.

Fig. 8. Kroniké 97 1996-97. Frame from “Kroniké ’97”.
Unrealized footage directed by Kreshnik Hashorva,
poP Bashkim Asllani.

Courtesy of National Albanian Film Archive.
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The sinking of the Katér i Radés. The tragedy of the channel
of Otranto. Id like to start out from this event to talk about
narrative. What can you say about this event? What do you
remember? This event is very significant because with the Al-
banian exodus to Italy in the late nineties we witness the begin-
ning of a long series of tragedies in the Mediterranean. Here,
in my opinion, there really is a question of “narrative.” Back
then in Italy the center-left was governing and this tragic event
has in fact always been treated as a “tragic accident.” The news
was quickly archived, with the result that very few people re-
member it today. What really did happen? How did people talk
about this tragedy in Albania? How was the problem of Italian
responsibility in this ‘accident” treated? Do the official Italian
narrative and the official Albanian narrative show significant
differences?

I've always loved the sea, but I've always been afraid of deep wa-
ter. I don’t clearly recall when I saw it for the first time, but it
must have been in Durrés because that is where my family and I
spent our summer holidays. I remember that every year, like all
the other vacationers, we took a boat ride for a short excursion
of 30-40 minutes into the open sea. It was an old, double-decker
white boat that could carry a hundred people or so. I remember
that I held onto the railing, trying to distract myself so as to
forget my nausea.

The first time I undertook a long trip was to the United States
in 1996, and I saw the ocean from up high. It looked flat, motion-

99



BROKEN NARRATIVE

less but powerful. Chilean filmmaker Raoul Ruiz speaks very
interestingly about the sea from above, which can be compared
to the frame, to film, and to cinema. He says, “the sea remains
a powerful enigma for me. For example, when I travel by air
and cross the ocean, I see it immobile as if it were made of hard
material,” like the frame." “But, instead, you know it moves,” like
film.> “And when you've seen this, youre never completely sure
of anything around you, you know that, like the sea, everything
moves, is liquid,” like cinema. Further on he says, “Cinema is
always moving, or better, we could say it alters, it’s a system of
alteration of frontiers and borders™

It must have been toward the end of 1997, when I had just
started to attend an art class with a private tutor, that during our
first lesson the teacher informed us that only a few of us would
be able to see the treasures hidden at the bottom of the sea.
It was his recurrent metaphor for the development of artistic
depth, and to give an example he referred to Leni Riefenstahl’s
Impressionen unter Wasser (Impressions of the Deep).

Expel them! Reject them! Throw them into the sea! This is
the language of power in our day, when the permanent crisis is
moving toward ever deeper abysses. “They should be thrown
back into the sea. And when they shoot at our law enforcement
[...] their ships should be sunk” These words, published on the
day of the sinking of the Albanian ship, were heard all over the
world: they bear the signature of a political personality who
was important at the time, the former President of the House of
Representatives, who was a member of the Northern League.’
The ramming of Katér i Radés by the Sibilla constituted the
first naval blockade against immigrants in the Mediterranean.
The tragedy also gave new connotations to the narrative of the

1 Raoul Ruiz, Ruiz faber, ed. Edoardo Bruno (Rome: Minimum fax, 2007),
140.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid., 141.

This was Irene Pivetti, President of the Italian House of Representatives
from 1994 to 1996.

VA WD
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thousand-year-old confrontation between East and West. The
collision of the two ships was treated (again) as a clash between
two different civilizations. On the one hand, the defenders, rep-
resented by western seamen, and on the other hand, the others.
The political vips were not involved in the subsequent criminal
trial, even if they had always endorsed the order to strike. The
question also concerned international law, the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea, signed in 1994, because the
collision occurred in international waters.

Everything was enshrouded in a cloud of legal quibbles that
managed to catapult the responsibility of the Italian state in
various directions. In the month of March, three days before
the tragedy, an agreement concerning immigration and the re-
sponsibilities and duties of the parties involved had been signed
by Albania and Italy. During the trial it came out that at the
moment of the incident the agreement had not yet been signed
by the President of the Republic of Italy; in this way any and all
responsibility by the Italian state was avoided. The criminal trial
amounted to an evasion of the real responsibilities, with only
the two commanders of the ship being charged and convicted.
In that trial, though, what was missing were the corpses that
should have been there in the courtroom. It was a trial of num-
bers, a cloud of numbers. Money. Victims. Survivors. Hundreds.
Numbers and figures dividing and multiplying. At the end of the
trial, one of the survivors, like a realistic prophet, told the media
that they should dive down below, to the bottom of the Adriatic
Sea, because the sea floor was strewn with bones. No more se-
crets, no more wonders: the treasures of today’s Impressions of
the Deep are the poor remains of our fellow humans, people just
like me, just like you. The trial was shrouded in the language of
power — difficult, ambiguous and evasive, bottomless and im-
penetrable, as legal language often is—it carried you back in
time, foreseeing a future no one wanted to face.

In republican Rome it was the custom that in cases of disas-
ter or future dangers, predicted or imminent, the Sibylline ora-
cles would be consulted. It seems that these powers also held a
surprise future for the Katér i Radés. Katér i Radés means “The
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Fourth of Harbor”; it was a former Soviet PT boat built in the
fifties, one of ten passed on to the Albanian navy between 1957
and 1960. That night the pT boat, which in the seventies had
been turned into patrol boat A-451, with a number for a name,
was not loaded with torpedoes but with more than 120 people
trying to escape from extremely hard conditions in their coun-
try. They wanted to escape from that year, from that precise
year, to leave behind once and for all the turbulent history of
Albania and find truth in exile.

The narratives of the versions upheld by the two countries,
Italy and Albania, were very different at the time, but I don’t
think they still are today. The phenomenon of the crisis of
the Mediterranean returns, repeats itself like the same wave
breaking on the same coast. Today no one believes in this
grotesque idea of Europe, this monetary pact of states full of
corrupt bureaucrats, this new Europe that supposedly protects
liberty but isn’t able to protect human lives, which only pretends
to deal with the current immigration emergency, which lets
people drown, abandoning human beings at the bottom of the
sea and taking no responsibility, which is guilty of wars and
financial crises inflicted all over the world.

The affair of the ramming of the Katér i Radés by the cor-
vette Sibilla closely mirrors today’s history, which is stained by
similar and even more criminal episodes, like the sighting and
abandonment of immigrants at sea, or the political decisions of
this Europe. Whenever I read news of sightings and abandon-
ments I don’t know why but I always think of “The Vulture and
the Little Girl,” the picture taken by Kevin Carter in Sudan in
March of 1993, and what was said about it.

In the twenty-sixth act of Kroniké ’97 which was filmed in It-
aly, the survivors and relatives of the victims of the Katér i Radés
find themselves in the middle of the sea facing the crane of an-
other big ship that is bringing the sunken T boat to the surface.
I've always thought that something was lost on that voyage...
When the sunken boat comes to the surface, harmless now with
its soaked cartridges, you can see in the survivors eyes that
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something is missing. You can see that something gets detached
at that moment, something that may have already been foreseen
before the first disembarkation in 1990. Something that many of
them still living abroad, immigrants or exiles, want to recover,
to reach. At that moment we lost our Self again. We shut our-
selves in again. A deep dive into the abysses of our history, into
that epic past full of fascinating ghosts, of unsettling religious
comings and goings over five centuries, of massacres, isolation,
and absolute negation, always searching for another convincing
proof of identity. Instead the proof, the contemporary scientific
evidence, is to be found right in front of us all, covered over by a
cloth comparable to the veil that the West wants to violently tear
off the East and vice versa.

That collision was proof of the loss of a political possibility
that had been simmering for years in Albania, and that had to do
with the future of a westernized national identity, the breakaway
from communism, the flight from the East and the current
efforts to separate ourselves definitively from Orientalism...,
the so-called matrix of evil, of the dark past and wickedness in
the world, nourished by western fascism. We have to tear oft
the veil. Take off the mask of the real murderers. The historians.
The politicians. We can’t rush toward the West by annihilating
the so-called forces of evil, like Afghanistan, Iraq, and very soon
Iran. We can’t continue to uphold this narrative.

The problem of the Albanian exodus and expatriation: With
the downfall of communism thousands of Albanian families
looked for refuge in Italy and Greece. Here, again, “narrative.”
Participating in the Venice Biennale in 2015, you carried the
skeleton of a sperm whale from Albania to Italy and you pho-
tographed the voyage to create a film made up of pictures of the
transport. But it didn’t seem to me to be simply documentation.
It is a work in itself, in my opinion. Can you talk to us about
this work in relation to the problem of the exodus and crossing
the sea? Why did you shoot the transportation of that “piece”
of your work?
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The problem you pose is constantly moving, and it is
structured exactly like a narrative that goes to pieces here to be
recomposed in another part of the world. It is a global problem,
a consequence of global politics. I'm especially interested in
certain underpinnings of the powerful structure that is able to
shape identity.

In an interview in 2002, a year after I was expelled from
the Florence Academy of Fine Arts, I was asked a question
concerning Franz Kafka’s Der Bau, comparing my work, or to
be more exact my being, to the main character in the story. On
re-reading it I realized that the intention of the question about
a particular work of mine made in 2001 was not only aimed
at understanding. Rather, it revealed historical prejudices and
clichés regarding immigration. The question touched my being
and my past as well as my stereotypical future, and came out
of the same perspective that constructs the narrative of all the
others who cross the border.

When I was a little kid I heard my family talk about Kafka and
every time I heard that name it made me anxious. In Albanian
kafka literally means “skulls” (the singular is kafké) and I didn’t
understand why they were talking about skulls. Since Kafka is
such a cerebral author, I've always loved that assonance and the
play on language it creates. In the past I looked for a hidden,
deep semiotic connection to explain the symmetry between our
contemporary condition and the architectural structure inside
the head (skull) of Kafka’s character. But in fact things are a lot
simpler, not nearly so complicated.

At the beginning of my academic studies I was free of the
system’s conventions and traps. I'd written a manifesto titled
Underground Movement, which talked in general terms about
what we should do in the academic world and how to behave
vis-a-vis the institutions. We were to act according to two key
concepts: to be precise and perfect like Fontanas slash and
complex like Duchamp. In 1999 we began to produce our first
group works, conceived as events that appeared and then faded
out. Together with a close friend, Riccardo Comitini, a disci-
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ple of Marcuse who owned an iMac G3, we did a remake of a
graphic novel for schools in the seventies, which was interpreted
by the children. The reworked graphic novel was made into a
black book titled Amore Mio, like the famous seventies show,’
where we added the prison universe to that of the school. We
presented it at my friend’s final exam, accompanied by a video
loop bearing the same title, which we played at full volume in
the auditorium of the Academy. It was a video montage of black
and white horses mating. No one liked it, not even our fellow
students, who made up the audience. We could have anticipated
the teacher’ irritation but we didn’t understand the refusal of
our fellow students who were in the same academic year as us.
Generally speaking, unlike contemporary art which has
a much smaller but also more educated public, literature
has a much wider distribution and so a broader public. The
contemporary art public is very conservative and closed-minded
compared to that of literature. The reading public is generally
larger, if more mediocre, because readers are often looking for
normalcy, since they want to find themselves in what they read.
Joseph Brodsky’s text, The Condition We Call Exile, speaks of
the condition of the exiled writer who always has his compass
pointing toward his home country, addressing a real as well as
an imaginary public” In many cases, this type of writer feels su-
perior and doesn’t want his condition to be compared to that of
simple immigrant workers forced to disguise themselves in the
new society (from which, however, the poet or the artist draws
inspiration). Instead, the writer struggles to become the “rooster

6 The group show Amore Mio, organized by self-invited artists under the
supervision of Achille Bonito Oliva and inaugurated on August 6, 1970 at
Palazzo Ricci in Montepulciano, had an original formula: “To inaugurate
different behavior, a first in the history of cultural custom: to affirm for
each artist the direct responsibility of presenting himself critically without
the customary mediation of the art critic”

7 Joseph Brodsky, “The Condition We Call Exile,” The New York Review of
Books, January 21, 1988, https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1988/01/21/the-
condition-we-call-exile/.
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in the henhouse” populated by these compatriots, these “others,”
whether real or imaginary.

I have recently come across an Albanian poet who lives
abroad in a state of exile. Like so many other contemporary au-
thors, he writes in two languages, his native language and the
language of the country where he is living. Thinking of his origi-
nal language like an army that has been left behind, an armored
suit of identity, the case of the poet Gézim Hajdari is especially
significant.® In the past, some of our great poets were able to
capture the image of their times, whereas our contemporary po-
ets are still searching for an image powerful enough to express
the spirit and condition of society in our day. That image evades
them still. It is a fugitive. Again and again...

Self-crucified, literally crucified by his colleagues from the
communist times as well as by his country’s younger poets and
writers, who nonetheless are lapidated with untiring coherence
in his verse, what interests me about Hajdari compared to other
poets is that his life and his truth are welded to be offered as a
complex proof of our collective memory in its unending strife
to create this image. Expatriated in 1992 in seemingly incredible
circumstances, this fugitive poet has never returned to Albania.
His poems about Albanian history are almost unknown and
intentionally left in the shadows, with the justification that his
version is excessively subjective, while on the contrary this is the
essential matrix of his poetic language.

Images have the power to construct history, and Hajdari
creates a multifaceted image. At times it is too singular for bad
cinema, but for a good director it offers a unique image that
befits the real culture of the country alongside our stereotyped
perception of it. He creates an image that is at one and the
same time present and remote. It is as if he was trying to make
a timeless image whose memory has been lost come out of

8 The Albanian poet and translator, naturalized Italian, Gézim Hajdari, born
in Lushnjé in 1957, was forced to leave his country for Italy in 1992 because
of the threats he received for repeatedly denouncing corruption and the
collusion that existed between organized crime and politics.
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the caves and place it here in our midst, to reactivate it. What
interests me most is how he persists in reconstructing the
forcibly forgotten image by activating our dormant testimony in
order to recompose the recent past. In these paradoxes, complex
but at the same time incisive, the contemporary Albanian spirit
seems to be captured.

As regards what we said above, we should also remember the
torpedo killing of a whale that occurred off the coast of Patok
in 1963.° The story has lived on and grown year after year, along
with the progressive neglect of Tirana’s Museum of Natural Sci-
ences. Erected in the 1930s during the fascist era, the building
was deliberately left to deteriorate until it was torn down to
make room for the appetites of the contemporary architecture
of unbridled capitalism. Inside that now non-existent space was
displayed the scientific proof, the metaphor, of a head-on colli-
sion. The building was originally planned as an airplane hangar;
in 1948, after the Second World War, it was transformed by the
communists into the Museum of Natural Sciences. The Museum
had a famous debut, which reflected political relations with the
Soviet Union at the time. Indeed, the first embalmer was Rus-
sian, and his works of taxidermy, including a wolf and an owl,
are still perfectly preserved and are among the most beautiful
pieces in the collection. Many of these objects are embodi-
ments of stories connected to specific episodes and periods in
the country’ political history. The owl was named after Nikita
Khrushchev in 1958, when bilateral relations between Albania
and the USSR ceased, and a pelican killed by Enver Hoxha him-
self was placed by its side. Another, smaller pelican was in the
same showcase; it is said to have been killed by the commu-
nist regime’s Prime Minister, Mehmet Shehu, who was forced to
commit suicide by Hoxha.

Instead, the remains of the sperm whale told a far more epic
story connected to the Cold War. In 1963, the whale was hit oft-

9 Today the Lagoon of Patok is a large nature reserve on the northern coast
of Durrés. The area is marked by continual conflicts between various
criminal organizations and important political figures.
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shore by one of the eleven Pt boats gifted to Albania by the So-
viet Union. I haven’t found any documents about the number of
the boat that shot the whale, or whether it was the Katér i Radés,
the Zero or the Treti i Radés (The Third of Harbor). However, it
is said that the Albanian navy, in the grip of paranoia and terri-
fied at the idea of an imminent attack coming from the coast of
Italy, where there was a Us base, sighted an enormous object at
sea. The PT boat, patrolling uninterruptedly, got in touch with
the high command and immediately received the order to shoot.
With torpedoes. The presumed American submarines were in
fact a pack of sperm whales, also known as cachalots (Physeter
macrocephalus). They killed them all, then tied one behind the
boat and dragged it to shore, where it was buried by the sailors
themselves. Years later its remains were dug up by the museum
staff. Every bone down to the smallest was carefully cleaned and
prepared and the skeleton perfectly reconstructed by the tech-
nicians of the Museum of Natural Sciences. Mouth wide open
and shouting as though to instill fear but also to testify to that
violent collision at sea, the eleven-meter-long beast killed by the
Albanian navy, nicknamed the “American Sub,” was exhibited
on a pedestal of veneered wood, where it remained for decades
to tell a political story that could travel further.

The demolition of the Museum was meant to destroy these
narratives, the politics of memory that the museum itself, and
that building in particular, had created over the years. It really
does seem that the neoliberal spirit wants to cancel all memories,
principal or collateral, and that it’s doing this using the primitive
technique of beheading. This story was the subject of my 2011
film, It Wears as it Grows, the first episode of my Albanian Trilogy:
A Series of Devious Stratagems. In 2015, in order to continue the
narrative generated in that political space, a narrative already
hinted at by the film’ title, I decided to present the skeleton to a
different public and even put it on a different pedestal in an art
show with the title All the World’s Futures. I decided to bring the
skeleton to Italy, where I exhibited it in the Albanian pavilion at
the Venice Biennale. It was displayed inside the Arsenale as one
of the main pieces in the show, where besides narrating its past it
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could now also speak about the future, the ideologies, the body
of power itself, the state, art, and the market. Or, to cite Marx, it
could speak of the alienating power of humanity.

To do this we dismantled the reconstruction of the whale
made in the sixties, cutting the skeleton into pieces and put-
ting them into wooden crates. I didn’t want to make a “real”
film with the documentation of the voyage, but simply to leave
traces for the near future. I photographed the bones separately.
I had the skeleton —and its background story — officially reg-
istered as a national relic at the Center for the Registration of
Works of Art. Then I completed the extremely complicated cus-
toms procedures and finally the skeleton sailed across the sea. I
documented each step, from the mounting to the dismounting
in Venice. At the end of the Biennale, during the dismounting
of the whole show, I hired two sculptors who worked for days
inside the exhibition space to make perfect molds of the skel-
eton pieces, which I then cast in iron in a foundry. This was all
documented either by me or by others involved in the various
steps of the process. In this way we created what seem to be the
beginnings of films originating in different places. The photos,
the videos, the documents, the skeleton itself, and the iron cop-
ies may have triggered the mechanism which in the cinema is
called a “shadow film” or “parallel film,” which is one of the best
things in cinema. The skeleton went back to Tirana, where it is
no longer only the matrix of the historical account narrated in
my film. Today it tells a new, evolving story in a different lan-
guage, inside the new museum, a restored building located on
the outskirts of the capital, the former headquarters of the Army
Orchestra during communism.

Privatization. The “narrative” of privatization. As you say in
your comments to my notes, after the collapse of communism
Albania went through a process of privatization that is still on-
going, very potent and very “intrusive.” What sort of “narra-
tive” has accompanied this process? How is contemporary art
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used in Albania to legitimize or in any case ‘go along with”
these choices?

Privatizing the future.

The interest of the Albanian “renaissance” government is fo-
cused on two main aspects of the development of contempora-
neity, namely (contemporary) art and architecture. The former
would seem to have achieved the goals proposed for it, at least
for those who think they will be the ones to carry it forward and
decide who will take part in this contemporaneity and who is
out. Paradoxically, the alternative they impose amounts to be-
ing either in or out of history. Even if recent contemporary art
seems to find itself in a blind alley, and there are many who say
that it may have exhausted its real mission, since it has become
a red carpet for the corrupt state, it has opened the way to the
second, far more interesting phase of development — the drive
toward contemporaneity found in architecture. In contrast to
the previous stage, this most recent stage really does seem to be
a well-structured business plan carried out by a board of admin-
istrators with precise ideas for today’s market. It should be said
that many parts of this political plan have been stolen from the
New Labour program. Indeed, it is not by chance that Tony Blair
and Alastair Campbell are currently the advisers to the govern-
ment and the Prime Minister. However, in contrast to New La-
bour, which introduced the freshness of change also by exploit-
ing the success of the participation of famous artists and pop
singers, who later jumped ship and continued their careers on
their own, here the opposite is true. There is bitter competition
among young artists, who are literally elbowing one another to
climb onto the visibly disastrous ship of power. The fraternizing
of these artists and architects with the government has grown
more and more intimate. They are authentic Brothers in Crime.

To the credo of business-states that there is no salvation
without globalization we have to add another commandment
that has become a constitutional principle with us, namely the
alliance with organized crime. Along with its artists and its ar-
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chitects, this government seems trapped inside a Mobius strip
and cannot survive without organized crime.

The majority of the exhibitions organized in the country are
not the product of research, or even of an interest in Albanian
problems; rather, they come out of a rapid assimilation of the
official narrative. Albania, and the capital city itself, are used
in many cases as a post-historical display. Artists are always
perceived to be a highly courteous and cultivated bunch who
are not supposed to be actively involved in politics. They mustn’t
criticize; on the contrary, they must justify the precocious
ejaculation of the expositive concept. They mustn’'t use real
language, like the poor, beautiful, violent language of reality.
Rather, being perennial slaves of society and politics, they have
to invent a language to disorient the masses of people who seem
to be ready to explode. This reality is both banal and dangerous.

The government’s sermons and apologias don’t convince
anyone anymore, not even the swathe of people obliged to vote
for the governing Socialist Party so as not to lose their jobs. It
should be said that this right-wing “socialist” government has
gone far beyond the right-wing Democratic Party, which is still
at a rudimentary stage of development. For the Albanian social-
ists, to govern means to profit. The change they promise can’t
come about in reality, but can only be represented in 3D. What
governs this structure, which also includes control of the media,
involves looking for and hiring many foreign curators as well.
This is one of the worst things to have happened in the contem-
porary art world; it can be seen as the true Tirana Conspiracy,
instead of the infamous incident that took place during the first
Tirana Biennale.” These shows are good for the lazy tourist but
never for the curious explorer. The lazy tourist is always a victim
and an arm of neoliberalism and these shows are looking for
exactly this type of public.

Let’s admit it: there’s something very interesting in all this,
Id even say intriguing. On the one hand the substratum is
being eliminated by making it hard to discern, but this very act

10 The Tirana Conspiracy will be discussed on Track o4. See p. 240, n. 11.
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produces situations that undermine these schemes, opening up
cracks in the official narrative and making these cracks visible
for the first time. The official narrative is slowly being deflated to
expose its skeleton to one and all. The large paving stones with
the pyramidal apex in Skanderbeg Square seem to have been laid
there only as upside-down mental barriers. Now they are lying
in the square but they should be removed, hurled against the
institutions, not made to keep people from taking possession of
them but to destroy doors that are always kept locked.

The people seem to have become immune to the scandals
produced by the political elite. Nothing seems to change this
attitude. The conservative form of art that has recently been
imposed in the country and described as the only possible form,
in fact contradicts reality. Art is used to hide the daily corruption,
to throw a veil over this reality. Lately the system, meaning the
institutionalized scene, works only on imported projects rather
than on ideas rooted in our country’s reality. My way of working
is exactly the opposite: to be more imaginative and scandalous
than reality and the things imported. To stimulate the public
and make it react. Imagination and tactical operations. Taking
inspiration from what is left out, what is “cleared away” from the
scene. Taking inspiration from the growing number of ill people
with mental illness who live on the street because they are
homeless. They are an inspiration to me. I think it’s important
for the people to get ready to experience a great work that
contradicts “their” narrative, a heresy strong enough to break
up that narrative into little pieces.

In this context, a very interesting artist, Scarlet Hori, recently
told me she was about to leave for Africa. She said that after
carrying out prolonged research shed decided to go there to
meet an important sorcerer who can work spells. She wanted to
put a special hex on all of our parliamentary representatives, all
the members of the government, the President, and the Prime
Minister. It seemed like a fantastic idea to me. I'd like the archives
and productions of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art to be
dedicated to this type of work, for it to become our next focus.
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Architecture is the battle-horse for inscribing the future,
and this is why the present government has concentrated on it.
Social change is taking place only through the polluted mech-
anism of politics. It's not the product of culture, which really
does seem to be experiencing the end of history. The change
is produced with violence, rather like the impact that contem-
porary art has on a person foreign to it when they encounter
it for the first time. Ultimately, what we notice from the start
is the political madness injected into urban design and archi-
tectural projects. There’s a hodgepodge of themes, symbols, cul-
tural references, and financial interests that can change the de-
sign of buildings already approved or in the works. Rather than
working in harmony, they fight each other, creating friction and
discord. There is a profound hatred of the complexity of the sim-
ple. Destruction becomes a spectacle, staged as if performed by
military specialists, in the presence of the media. Shock therapy
becomes live performance. This seems to be the only moment
when, along with the annihilation of memory, the construction
of a false contemporary identity, golden and gleaming, is being
documented. What can be more beautiful than building new
homes using red and white bricks again, as in the past? Those
who survived call them rat holes, cells, chicken coops, and pig-
sties, but in all this urban folly they are the only buildings that
stand with their heads held high, even if they’re old and have
become run-down with the passing of time. Why is it that no
one manages to (re)produce on another level the simplicity and
rationality of the past, which can speak to us more clearly than
the future, instead of making these stupid things with strident
colors that are destroying the city?

There is always friction in architecture. There is attrition
between the architecture of the socialist period and our
contemporary architecture, and this is only normal in a
growing city. There is contrast between fascist architecture
and the architecture of recent years, and we can actually feel a
struggle for identity and a competition among buildings. The
new structures don’t communicate with the past, but the most
significant thing is that they donmt communicate with each
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other —on the contrary, they create conflict. They repel each
other, they attract each other, they create bumps in the squares.
In the city of Tirana it feels like the ground isn’t stable any more,
it's moving. It really feels like being on high sea.

These are some of the themes we should be treating, maybe
in a show of a different sort, one that can bring to light the gaps
in the narrative and open up new directions. I have yet to see a
show that deals with this confusion. We're still trying to simulate
order and hide our social problems. Curating a show is thought
of rather like tidying up, not as something conceptual, but
something merely spatial. This expositive space is comparable to
the rooms of a private hospital and not to the public emergency
room. Who are these people that lie to the public so shameless-
ly? Who are these critics and curators that can’t even conceive
of a different space? What is this art scene that teaches artists
not to use “vulgarities” when they speak in public or to the pub-
lic? Who composes this fictitious, ignorant audience, this self-
proclaimed public of the art scene, who imposes these rules? In
the name of what public are they speaking? The only interesting
public in this country is the mass of people they call vulgar, who
are precisely the ones I want to address. Why are artists afraid
to repeat certain gestures made by their predecessors, or go be-
yond them? Why do architects talk about economic progress,
and why are they comparing this fictitious progress with China?
The absurdities I hear every day are fit for a psychiatric ward. We
shouldn’t be doing shows to teach good manners, but to make
people reflect, to make them react. Shows that can change your
way of thinking. A show that doesn’t have this characteristic can
have only one title: Shkérdhatokracia.”

11 The term Shkérdhatokracia can be translated as “cratocracy,” meaning
power based on power itself, the dictatorship of cast. It was coined by the
Albanian writer Dritéro Agolli (1931-2017) to designate the outcome of the
country’s politics after the fall of the communist regime.
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What is DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art? How does it fit
into the context of Albanian “political aesthetics™? Is the De-
batikCenter project an alternative way to do politics by using
‘aesthetic strategies”? And how does it work? How do you use
images? What types of image, and of the theory of the image
if you can call it that, do you uphold individually and as a
group — politically — with the DebatikCenter?

The DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art is an initiative taken
by people from different backgrounds, ranging from academics
to the world of art, journalism, etc. The collaborators of the
DCCA are activists, architects, filmmakers, real and imaginary
collectives, critics, curators, translators and lawyers. The term
DEBATIK, which sounds a lot like “debate,” is the acronym for
Djemté e Bashkuar Antéaré té Idealeve Komuniste, meaning
“Union of Young Boys with Communist Ideals” The original
DEBATIK group was created during the Second World War. It was
made up of young people who stood with the communists in the
struggle against Nazi-Fascism. Many of them were killed during
the war, without living to see the ideals of the organization come
to life, which in reality no one managed to do. It was to them,
to those lives abruptly cut off, to their broken ideals, to the
nostalgia for a past which might have become a better future,
that we wanted to turn when we decided to use this acronym
again. The actions of the pcca are aimed especially at young
people, the generations to come, who need to adopt a critical
approach toward the past and the changes of the future.

There is a struggle going on concerning the past and how to
start writing the future based on that past. The way in which
Albanian historians and politicians have approached that prob-
lem has been to try to “reclaim” the past, leaving certain periods
intact and rewriting others. This is still the case and will be so
for a long time.

The nostalgia 'm referring to relates to our past, the utopian
promise of a better future which was shown to be unreal and
impossible, with the result that we've all embraced this horrific
future. I think it’s really important to be nostalgic these days and
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to feel regret for a collective possibility that has vanished into
thin air. 'm interested in taking another look at the things we've
left behind, in continuing to scrutinize the past and bear witness
to this unnatural mutation.

The DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art, with its collabora-
tors from various backgrounds, is trying to record this mutation,
which is obviously all over, but is more clearly visible in small
countries like ours. We are trying to create ideas by using images
of the past from different parts of the world that can transcend
the present, challenging it in order to capture the spirit of our
times. To give an example, Moving Billboard is a project we car-
ried out in 2018. It consists of twenty-four advertising billboards
spread all over the country, from north to south, starting from
mountain tops and forests and arriving at the main and second-
ary roads of various cities. Showing the kind of images men-
tioned before, the project was structured to cover twenty-four
hours. Every image coincided with a particular hour of the day
or night, remaining at the predetermined site for just one hour.
At the end of exactly one hour it was dismounted by an itinerant
team. With the idea of a moving spectator in mind, with little
probability of seeing all the images from the first to the twenty-
fourth, we wanted to leave open the possibility of constructing
different narratives starting from the combinations that each
spectator would be able to see in twenty-four hours. The pro-
ject included different kinds of images, ranging from economic
corruption to police brutality, environmental collapse, contem-
porary geopolitics, immigration, the war against terrorism, and
SO On.

I would describe the aesthetic strategies you refer to as tactics
designed to pierce the aesthetic shield of politics, whose main
purpose is to use art to hide behind. For me, art has never been a
shield to hide myself. I've never seen it as something to speculate
on. And I'll never be able to accept the prevailing utopian fable
of the artist-politician recounted in certain artistic circles. That’s
a lie and it will always be a lie.

The peculiar thing about this country that makes it so
attractive to foreign artists isn’t the enormous difference
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separating art from politics and vice-versa; on the contrary,
it is the fake convergence of the two. Outside the country the
perception and the story told is that the goal is to eliminate
this distance completely, to remove all obstacles that divide
art and politics, so that each will come ever closer to the same
nucleus. The nucleus itself is clearly in sight, by now just a short
distance away. This narrative is banal and superficial, just a
propagandistic gimmick that can’t (yet) serve as the foundation
for this beautiful idea.

We are living through a crisis of representation. People don’t
feel represented anymore, and this is happening all over the
world. The words used to name today’s politicians have lost their
power. It seems that no word can really correspond to their role
in our times. You can call them thieves and corrupt, as they in-
deed are, but to society this will seem naive and impotent. There
is a rule in this country, often referred to as free, unsolicited
advice. It comes mainly from my parents’ generation, but also
from colleagues and foreigners who live and do business here.
It says you should never criticize the government, you need to
stay on the sidelines, horizontal, never get mixed up with poli-
tics—and if you really can’t avoid it, then grab as much money
as you can and get out. Some of these people are important
people at the head of large companies and in their role this is
understandable. Others, instead, are at the head of important
NGOs, intellectuals, and human rights activists, and this is where
the problems begin. Still others, less protected and more sincere,
are our relatives.

My concern has always been to find escape routes. 'm always
looking for people and collaborators who live in the country and
occupy a vertical position. People who consider resistance only
as resistance, and not as a foothold to raise their profiles and
have a pretext for organizing projects that can get state funding.

All this has to do with the stolen future. We are led by people,
politicians, and political parties that are always trying to steal
the future, everywhere and anyhow, from people who aren’t able
to imagine any future here. Being stolen, this future, or better
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still these futures, travel like packages containing information
bits that in all probability are not wanted.

An elementary line of reasoning comes to mind when I think
about the future of my country and the past of other countries,
like Italy, Germany, or the United States, whose futures we are
stealing. Actually, we can only steal something that happened
in the past, and so these damaged futures contain adulterated
information. This intuition creates a truer and more genuine
aesthetics, very different from what exists now. Was Hakmarr-
ja pér Drejtési a real threat or only a mediatic fragment that
emerged clandestinely in the mid-nineties? Perhaps these stolen
futures hold splinters of information about the Red Brigades,
The Weathermen Underground Organization, or the Baader
Meinhof group? It is precisely this abstraction, which in reality
isn't so abstract, which interests me.

12 Hakmarrja pér Drejtési is the name of a dubious and perhaps phantasma-
goric subversive terrorist group discovered in 1996 in Albania, accompa-
nied by a lot of media clamor. The affair ended after twenty years of trials
with the full absolution of those indicted.
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Fig. 9. It Wears As It Grows by Armando Lulaj, 2011.
RED transferred in Full D, B/w and Color, Sound, 18’.
Courtesy of DebatikCenter Film, Artra Gallery and cinqueesei.
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Fig. 10. It Wears As It Grows by Armando Lulaj, 2011.
C-print. 200x140cm. Production photo by Massimo Sciacca.
Courtesy of DebatikCenter Film, Artra Gallery and cinqueesei.
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Breaking Stones is a performance you’ve made into an online
video." Can you tell us how Breaking Stones was conceived,
how the video was conceived? What was (is) going on (histori-
cally, politically) at that (this) moment in time in Albania?

For some time now I've been collecting stories and transcribing
events based in everyday reality. They are unmistakable traces
of the here and now that are still difficult to interpret. Or, to
be more precise, the interpretation of these events can come
about only by using various strata and levels of interpretation.
They are events that surface as marginal exorcising responses,
and they tell about a country — the words that come to mind
are those of a much-loved author — that has to vomit on itself
to escape dying. These stories look like theater pieces. Example:
an old woman in slippers, who looked like shed just gotten out
of bed, was staring at the apex of the 4EverGreen Tower in Ti-
rana, which was still under construction and will be one of the
highest buildings in the Balkans. She was holding a bag full of
rotten garbage. Gesturing to the tower custodian, she insisted
that she absolutely had to go up to the top. The custodian feared
the worst, but the old woman only wanted to go up the tower to
lean out over the highest platform and throw down her bag of
garbage. This story made me think of what Susan Sontag had

1 Armando Lulaj, Breaking Stones (2017), DebatikCenter, https://debatik-
center.net/strikes/breaking_stones.
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said about Albania when she spoke about garbage and the fu-
ture of the country.

Another story seems to perfectly encapsulate the toxic real-
ity of the country’s media and politics. Some time ago, a politi-
cian went on all the television shows threatening other politi-
cians. He held a large, black briefcase crammed, in his words,
with compromising material, both audio and video, about his
opponents, who were high-ranking government officials. The
talk shows and other programs of that kind exploited him just
as much as he exploited them. The media used and encour-
aged this blackmailer, a politician who was part of the 2013-17
governing coalition, but never investigated the compromising
material he claimed to possess. This story is reflected in the
marginal reality ’'m talking about. It reminds me of a man who
lives near the United States Embassy. Pleurad Xhafa* recounts
that every morning a man of about thirty comes out of an alley
beside the Embassy holding two black vHs cassettes up to his
ear. He walks alongside the yellow wall of the Embassy, mixes
in with the city and disappears into the crowd. He repeats this
ritual every day, with no precise purpose, or at least that’s what
it seems. It makes for a truly exceptional performance.

Another boy, who lives near the Foreign Ministry, or the
Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs as it called today, for a
long time now has been pushing a brick down the street with his
feet. He always takes the same route, and while he’s carrying out
his ritual he always drinks a bottle of Coca-Cola. Another man,
about forty years old, appears every morning at the corner of
the main square of a small suburban town, near the stop where
the buses that leave for Tirana are stationed. Turning his back
to the departing buses, he beats his head against the wall over
and over again.

2 Pleurad Xhafa (b. 1984), is a visual artist and filmmaker who lives and
works in Tirana. He graduated from the Academy of Fine Arts of Bologna
in 2012, and is one of the founders of the DebatikCenter of Contemporary
Art.
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These acts happen by the hundreds and taken together they
open a sort of curtain behind which we can see the part of real-
ity that is on the verge of exploding. The foundations of these
acts are purely political, and the energy of the gestures expresses
today’s problems better than all the artists working in the coun-
try now. Breaking Stones is closely connected to the curtain that
unveils this reality.

For some time now I've been collecting crime news with the
aim of producing a history book made up of 1,001 cases, starting
from 1992. Before the nineties, under communism, no Albanian
newspaper had a column reporting news of crimes —it wasn’t
allowed, though we should also say that there really wasn't much
crime. Mine will be a book of the thousand and one nights, deal-
ing with the evolution of society through crime in democratic
times, and it will begin exactly on June 25, the day of the public
hanging of two brothers in the town of Fier.

All these extracts of reality, like the cases mentioned before
but also the crime news, are situations on or beyond the edge.
Media coverage of these events, ferocious crimes, and even
suicides would lead one to believe that what connects them all
is the constant presence of the figure of the mentally ill person.
The recurring trope of the “abnormal” is itself suspicious
though, suggesting that there is something going on that “they”
want to prevent us from finding out. In the majority of cases,
the media don’t investigate on their own and mental illness is,
indeed, listed as a leading cause for these murders and suicides
in the police reports. The number of cases is so high, however,
that mental illness cannot possibly account for all of them. So
the picture they paint is not the whole truth. The events have
been altered: they’ve been edited in institutional offices. This
ruse, upheld even by the victims families, who for cultural
reasons feel ashamed of, say, a suicide in the family, allows the
authorities to camouflage reality.

In the cases I'm talking about we discover a substratum that
reveals a parallel territory, a completely different country. In
a certain sense they explain the reason for the desertion and
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abandonment that (unfortunately) have become the only poli-
tics and the only truth of our day.

Breaking Stones is one of the first works that was uploaded
on the pcca web platform, which we reactivated in 2017. The
video is part of a section we call strikes, which includes only
actions performed with precise purposes in precise places. The
first ideas for Breaking Stones came out of this accumulation of
stories. In my opinion, these acts go far deeper than any histori-
cal, political, or social narrative I could offer about this country.
I'll only answer by saying that I'd really like someone to associ-
ate Breaking Stones with an act like the ones I've described, and
for someone else to interpret it (also) by associating it with what
has been happening here recently.

From the historical-artistic point of view, Breaking Stones is
certainly also a “nocturne.” Why did you choose the night?

The night has great evocative power, it is in fermentation, always
waiting for something that might arrive, something that might
happen. I'm fascinated by waiting, silence, stray animals, and
a certain type of void that becomes more perceptible at night.

The void I'm talking about comes out of the collision and
accumulation of many different situations and stories. It is the
void formed in the instant an act is carried out, but it often re-
mains suspended and indecipherable. The reverse sensation
which is created by information doesn’t interest me at all. ’'m
interested in what is formed but is indecipherable, what cannot
be immediately interpreted. I call it the sensation of a void that
comes out of a suspended act captured at the precise moment in
which it must occur. During the night this sensation becomes
even more visible and tactile. I like to associate the act carried
out in Breaking Stones with a diving board into the void.
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Art and crime. Breaking Stones makes us think deeply about
crime and vandalism. What difference is there between being
an artist and being an “outlaw” or “criminal,” as it were? In
your life what relationships (even only conceptual) have there
been with the concept of crime and criminality? According to
you, how does the artist interpret the concept of crime and
punishment? Crime and prison? Do we find this in Breaking
Stones?

The Société Spectrale, a collective that collaborates with the
DCCA, recently carried out an operation condemned as vandal-
ism. Their gesture was a precise consequence of a violent act car-
ried out by the central government, which, along with city hall,
has decided to build a new road just over two kilometers long
at the stratospheric cost of forty million euros—a great piece
of corrupt business on the part of this government, involving
also the falsification of the signature of a Us Senator. Before the
work can begin, many houses and shops built after the nineties
will have to be demolished. Most of them are lacking title deeds,
even if they were constructed over twenty years ago and the
inhabitants pay their taxes regularly. The government doesn’t
want to compensate the latter but simply evict them with the
pretext that they erected their houses illegally. Over and again,
these people have been called Neanderthals, unworthy of being
citizens of the reborn capital. The authorities went so far as to
spray-paint red crosses on the outside walls of their houses and
the local shops, a gesture that infuriated the inhabitants. The
Société Spectrale went to this suburb, bought cans of spray paint
from a shop marked with a red cross and headed for Skander-
beg Square, which had recently been spiffed up as a symbol of
government propaganda. The performers held their forearms
in front of the enormous rocks that surround the plaza, middle
fingers raised, and proceeded to liberally spray paint their rough
surface, transforming the rocks into spectacular contemporary
cave paintings.

The cave paintings were considered acts of vandalism, where-
as the red crosses that the authorities painted on the houses of
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the citizens, which remind us of terrifying episodes in the hor-
rific history of the 20th century, weren't. Prejudice and bigotry
remain little-studied phenomena in this country and we don’t
talk about them much. For example, the marginalized commu-
nities in the country, people who by and large came from rural
areas and moved to large towns in the early nineties, are re-
ferred to by names and adjectives such as “Chechens,” Neander-
thals,” “faggots,” “Talibans,” “1s1s members,” etc. This sort of lan-
guage is copied mainly from the vocabulary that the country’s
politicians use on a daily basis; it has become culture. Recently,
the Société Spectrale began to build a library called The Essen-
tial Library. It is comprised of books, articles, and other ma-
terials about Chechnya, the Chechens and their history; about
the meaning of the word Taliban and the region it belongs to;
about the struggle of LGBTQ+ people; about misogyny — which
is deeply rooted in this country; about the evolution and life of
the Neanderthals; and obviously about terrorism and 1s1s. The
titles, names, and words that appear in this Library are always
used in derogatory terms, triggering hatred, nourishing preju-
dice and bigotry, and sparking off local conflicts. These words
have changed our way of looking at others, at strangers, as it
were. It is time to remove this terminology from the Albanian
language and replace it with this essential bookstore. The Li-
brary will be a space for discovery, but also for discussion about
the significance of the words used.

While I was working on the idea for Breaking Stones I discov-
ered a meaningful connection between the artistic lyceum I'd
attended until 1998 and Tirana’s Penitentiary 313. As a matter of
fact, these two institutions located in the capital have the same
name, “Jordan Misja” Born in Shhkodér in 1911, Jordan Misja
was a patriot and a communist hero. He was a painter, having
enrolled in the Florence Academy of Fine Arts in 1940. In 1942
he was killed in the north of Albania by the fascists. In any case,
I don’t think this is something to ignore, the fact that the insti-
tution that is meant to prepare artists and the penitentiary have
the same name. Through my research I also discovered that the
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name “Jordan Misja” was given to the penitentiary after 1997,
and this is another example that shows once and for all the im-
portance of that year and the direction the country took back
then.

Most of the footage in Breaking Stones was in fact shot near
Penitentiary 313. The police car that appears in the second frame
continuously patrols the area surrounding the prison, which is
obviously under constant surveillance.

In this period of the country’s history, the figures of the artist,
the politician, and the criminal merge. Today’s reality has gone
beyond what was envisaged, it has overreached the intended ex-
perimental utopia. This can be best understood and deciphered
by studying the link between contemporary art and organized
crime. To speak about the fusion between contemporary art and
(Albanian) politics is by now only a polite way to designate this
new connection. I'm fascinated by these latest developments,
because I've never believed in any of these politicians, who are
supported by a handful of successful artists. The idea of work-
ing toward a utopian fusion between art and politics has never
really come to life in this country. The artists, curators, and ar-
chitects associated with this organization need to inform them-
selves better. What makes me laugh even harder is to see artists
whose work isn’t actually trite support this farce left, right, and
center. What the fuck was Douglas Gordon thinking?

I think our Prime Minister has actually ruthlessly violated
many of these people, but he’s done this with velvet gloves so to
speak. The connection I'm talking about can be considered the
second Tirana Conspiracy, or the second Tirana Affair. The first
is generally thought to be the incident that took place during the
first Biennale di Tirana in 2001, which we'll talk about later. That
made the failure of a certain organizational structure clear. This
second case, which is still very much actual today, has reached
anew level: politics, organized crime, and contemporary art are
governing a state.

This new level also represents the beauty and the success of
a foretold failure, which for the moment none of the subjects
involved seem willing to accept. It seems to be a well-thought-
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out artistic enterprise, and I don’t believe that the person or the
people behind it will ever produce anything of this magnitude
again. They've made a large contemporary social sculpture.
They’ve planted sick palm trees on toxic land.

Albanian politicians are aware of this, because they flaunt
this connection, they illustrate it using mafia codes in their
press conferences. They seem proud of this new association,
this language: theyre not afraid of being unmasked because
they've taken off the mask themselves, and they have a mis-
sion. The mission of this government is very interesting, and it
is succinctly described by Jonida Gashi* when she says, “Taking
after the leaders of the original Albanian National Renaissance
movement, who at the end of the 19th century sought to launch
the country into modernity, the members of today’s Renaissance
movement (which in actual fact is a faction inside the Social-
ist Party) are trying to launch the country into contempora-
neity; and they want to do this at any cost and by any means
whatsoever”*

Between today’s artist, today’s politician, and the perennial
criminal, 'm most interested in the criminal. I'd never choose
the artist and still less the politician. Nothing about politicians
has ever interested me and there is nothing that can interest me
in today’s artist. They’re both bygone figures. Today’s artists are
like turkeys fattened for the butcher on Thanksgiving Day, at the
auction, the fair, or political events. In our day being an outlaw
is a privilege; as a matter of fact, artists in general have always
been fascinated by crime and illegality. The criminal mind is
always mobile, suspicious of everything and everyone, always
searching for different ways and means to achieve its purposes.
However, between the actual criminal act (of/by a criminal) and
the potential one of/by a “normal” person, or what we like to

3 Jonida Gashi is a researcher at the Institute of Cultural Anthropology and
the Study of Art (Academy of Albanian Studies) and one of the founders
of the DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art. Her research focuses on the
newsreels and documentary films of the Albanian communist show trials,
and the artistic experience of post-communism in Albania.

4 Personal communication.
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call a normal person, I'm more interested in the latter because
they’re the most unpredictable and can commit far more origi-
nal crimes or misdeeds.

I'm fascinated by the methods of serial killers. The perfection
of the act, the understanding of space, the procedure that is
more and more perfect, the hidden traces, the entrance on stage
and the exit, the things included inside the scenario of the crime
(or of the work of art) and those excluded: all this tends toward
perfection, and that’s why this figure fascinates me, and why
after all it is very close to the figure of the artist, who loves art
because he’s always attempting to kill his own work.

The majority of artists today don’t believe in the mission of
art, they don't even believe in the role of the artist anymore.
They are predictable, mediocre killers who follow a code out
of a manual. Their works are stillborn and can't be brought
back to life. They have a different mission, one that is totally
banal. They're faithful to the religion that glorifies them. I want
to believe in tomorrow’s artist. The greatest artist of tomorrow
may be the one who has already defected, who abandoned
everything at the right moment, and not the one who continues
to act between the lines.

All the artists who remain afloat today are trying to pene-
trate deeper and deeper into the heart of the game. An artist will
always make this kind of effort, by any means necessary, and
therein lies the relationship with power that needs to be ana-
lyzed in these terms as well. My current attitude is a bit different
in that it is closer to the figure of the spectator who doesn’t go
to shows. For the moment I have only intuitions about a future
reality I'd like to stimulate and incite in order to speed up the
collision. Accelerate and crash, says my friend Giovanni De
Donals This attitude may well cause the accident that will lead
to situations we don't yet know and should perhaps follow or

5 Giovanni De Dona (b. 1974), graduated in philosophy from the Univer-
sity of Bologna. He is a performer, author of installations, producer of
kooeditions.art, an experimenter and avant-garde artist, and owns a patent
related to multimedia technology.
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else completely abandon. Even though I still think we should
go ahead without calculating the damage inflicted and incurred
over the years, simply following our instincts. The accident is
caused by forces and fears that no one can control. I don’t know
if there’s a limit, but if there is an imposed limit that allows us
to connect these situations it is the presence of the penitentiary.

In fact, it is a sort of limit, the penitentiary.

The politician tries to avoid it all his life, and in the majority
of cases he is able to because he controls the system. He knows
very well that it is his future home, where he would never want
to live, because he is destined to disappear in the criminal. Like
a very bad conceptual escapologist, he performs tricks that are
by now well-known to everyone and so becomes something
impossible to believe in. By contrast, the artist really wants to
perform the number, to possess the penitentiary, to challenge it,
and embody it in a certain sense, and then to evade it each time,
repeatedly, like a criminal.

Breaking Stones is based on the unexpected. Passing cars,
the world that “happens,” the city that ‘exists” I also find it
to be a particularly “religious” work. In fact, beating a stone
very clearly recalls lapidation. But instead of hitting the body
of a stoned martyr, the stone hits the road surface, sharply and
desperately. Besides, the phases of the video, the beginning, the
middle, and the end, make us think of a via crucis, a proces-
sion toward the Calvary. The vertical structures (and there are
many) in the video, like the light poles etc., make us think of
crosses, of a crucifixion. Is there a religious echo in this work?
A ritual aspect?

The stone breaks before it cracks the asphalt, which represents
the power structure. Breaking Stones is a ritual, a repetition, a
loop, because only in this way, very slowly but insistently, can
the structure be cracked. At least, these were my intentions. In
the technical script I wrote for the work, the ending is differ-
ent from the video — it continues with another dark road with
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an individual who repeats the same gesture coming out of it. It
should be said that the piece concentrates on a single gesture,
on the ritual and not on the individual. In a certain sense the
work happened by itself, because I found the stones on the road,
I didn’t bring them onto the scene. The frames themselves were
composed as a response to the stones I found. There’s a double
repetition of the act, because the stones were brought by some-
one else and I just used them, I broke them up to make them
more manageable, perhaps, to make them manageable for the
following day, the day of the uncontrollable and unannounced
protest that could (have) happen(ed) and one day will. That’s
why I also speak about a missing or suspended act, because it’s
aimed at the preparation of the next scene, which we don’t see.
I don’t find much of a religious component in the video. During
communism, we were the only constitutionally atheist country
in the world. Personally, I was born an atheist and still am one,
but I am fascinated by cults and by paganism, for example. Vari-
ous aspects of religion interest me, for instance that of a ruling
and controlling power. After the fall of communism it became
possible to practice religion in Albania once again. The three
largest faiths, along with a dozen or so suspicious sects, took
control of this confused society again.

Many of my classmates from the art lyceum, some of them
talented people, have become members of these suspicious
foundations. The current mayor of Tirana belonged to one. I
don’t know what they learned in them, but judging by their ca-
reers I think they grasped the true religion of our times. Various
aspects of the narratives and characters of Christ and Moham-
med fascinate me, but I remain a Marxist as far as religion goes.

The signs I see around my city, which are also very clear
and unmistakable in Breaking Stones, have mainly to do with
economic power, the real religion of our day. As far as symbols
and figures of a religious nature, you refer to the Stations of the
Cross. It might look that way, but it wasn't something I intend-
ed, though undoubtedly the work could be another in another
register. These passages, these cuts, also serve as a curtain. In
one sequence of the video, on a wall that is hidden by trees and
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shadows cast by yellow streetlights the word “ALLAH” has been
written in capital letters. It's an improvised mosque, a clandes-
tine neighborhood mosque that also serves as a car-repair shop.
Regarding stoning, but not martyrdom, a young Albanian art-
ist named David Kampi has made a video about a very famous
artist. Actually, just like the Muslims when they perform the
hajj, for hours he stoned three oil cisterns that look a lot like
the works of Richard Serra and like the new buildings in the
Mecca, which represent evil. Ironically, the work is titled Stoning
a Richard Serra.

Breaking Stones and the concept of impotence. The idea of fu-
riously breaking a stone into pieces also recalls the repression
of anger and sexuality. What type of repression of drives do
you find most humiliating and dangerous for the individual? In
what way are anger and sexual instinct controlled in Albania
today? The death instinct and Eros?

Obviously, the work is linked to impotence in relation to the
political and economic reality, the impotence of our genera-
tion, trapped in the system, and the inability to radically change
things. I'm interested in the attempts made to carry out this dif-
ficult enterprise. The component of impotence is also related
to another phenomenon that is widespread in the country and
that I find very interesting, namely that of wasted energy, un-
derstood as impotence. If there is a level in the work that pre-
sents impotence in the broadest sense, it may have something
to do with the recent global political landscape as well as with
the meaning of art today: the impossibility to create art and the
feeling of impotence in the face of global reality.

A while back I said that Albanian artists suffer from prema-
ture ejaculation, but the metaphor referred to society in general.
I didn’t mean to say they don’t know how to wait or to explore
the duration that pleasure can have. Rather, their knowledge,
and here I mean the revolutionary struggle, remains premature,
because the revolution was never completed, since it was inter-
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rupted halfway through. This is the crux of the problem, in my
opinion. In the context of this phenomenology, the work that
treats these problems gets lost, because it doesn't offer different
dimensions and is not experienced as it should be. The repeti-
tion of this “premature ejaculation” is a problem for our whole
society and isn’t merely something that concerns the work of
art and the artist. The artist is called into question because they
have to act in this context. But even those who have lived abroad
and attempted to do something there have problems in grasping
the sense of this society. It’s clear that there’s some confusion in
all this, but we have to go on trying, to create mechanisms, even
fictitious ones, to keep on learning, so as to get to the heart of
the question, not only as regards this aspect of society but also
the more general ones.

The depths that this country hides are still clouded. Recently
an unknown artist from Vloré completed a new work that gave
me food for thought. It's a small sculpture made in 2013. This
delicate sculpture has the exact shape of a life-size used condom.
The aged and hardened purple-colored object is titled Bad Seed.
At no cost does the artist want to exhibit this work, nor does she
want to explain its meaning. This especially interested me, as
did the visionary procedure, the choice of the object. Her works
deal with violence, societal rape, systemic repression, racism,
the perverse way (never discussed in academic texts) of feeling
Aryan, of racial purity; they are about discrimination, misogy-
ny, and extremely violent, sharp machismo.

Unfortunately, these works can’t earn much visibility here,
because the whole apparatus of the state and of art will never
face up to these problems in Albanian society. I feel very close
to this artist’s choices and the themes she deals with concerning
society’s conscious and unconscious drives, which also relate to
psychic processes. When I arrived in Italy my first works touched
closely on these themes, on Freud in particular, on the pleasure
principle, which I subsequently abandoned you could say be-
cause my research turned to different problems. Those works,
made between 1999 and 2000, began as studies and sketches,
and they were roughly ten meters long. Built as architectural
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platforms, with pornographic figures and real characters who
were members of the Academy, they turned into life-sized
tombs in the end, the tombs of the teachers at the Academy.
In these pieces, which still lie buried in the attic of a house in
Tuscany, the anger expressed, understood in light of the violent
institutional relationship between student and teacher, actually
referred to something else — namely, what had happened in Al-
bania in 1997.

Inside that institution all the events from the past were
repeated, represented by the figures of the psychoanalyst/
teacher and the patient/student, who always desire something
different from each other. The theme of premature ejaculation,
or impotence, is always tied to recent history and to system
change. We are living in very interesting times, where the form
of mass protest — the swathes of people who desire change — is
described by the state and the Prime Minister as a failed erection.
These are the terms that the Prime Minister uses to refer to the
people. The Albanian people are represented as a male being
that cannot have a real erection. The only erection the Prime
Minister sees, or rather, doesn’t see, and here I can’t blame him,
is that the rebellion, which he himself provokes and incites,
never arrives. It seems that everything is buried in the past, in
the turbulent period between 1990-1997, and that society has
become so atrophied that it can’t explode in any meaningful sort
of public gesture.

Let’s see what the younger generation will do, if they will be
able to sum up the present. I think this is also the task of the
artists who live here. Artists have to react, because they can sum
up this “interesting” moment we are living through better than
anyone else.

Breaking Stones and Italian contemporary art. Your relation-
ship with Gino De Dominicis® and the idea of limit. Not only

6 Gino De Dominicis (1947-1998) was a controversial and multifaceted
protagonist of the Italian art scene, besides being an architect and philoso-
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the whale skeleton, but also and above all the Breaking Stones
performance. There are many elements in common between
Breaking Stones and De Dominicis’s videos Tentativo di volo
and Tentativo di formare quadrati invece che cerchi in acqua.
But the fundamental difference is that De Dominicis presents
an impossible act. Man cannot fly, its a law of nature, just as
he cannot create squares by throwing stones in water. How can
an artist relate to the concept of limit? What do you share and
not share of De Dominiciss view of art and the artist? In this
work what is the importance of the idea of a “conceptual art”?

The performance Breaking Stones could be understood as an
overture, the preparation for a future protest. We have to stop
scratching our scabs and try to look past those who caused
them. There’s nothing there anymore. The postconceptuals have
stolen it all. We have to open new wounds, and these wounds
have to go much deeper. The point is always to stay one step
ahead of the game: if you're not a pioneer, then you are nothing,
youre only good for filling corners in collective shows. These
I really hate, because they put you in the condition of protect-
ing the others, the more powerful artists, while in reality youre
destroying yourself. Collective shows are made to promote an-
other figure, no longer the figure of the artist (and this has been
true for some time now) and not even that of the curator, as
De Dominicis maintained, but an extremely important reality
like collecting. Collective shows have become traps for artists.
It’s not exciting to get yourself noticed in a collective show any-
more. It’s like driving on dry asphalt. Conceptual art is itself a
trap, and Duchamp was a great inventor of traps. De Dominicis
understood this.

pher. He shrouded himself in mystery to void being labeled and judged by
the critics. His production is divided between the installations and sculp-
tures done in the sixties and seventies, which focus on the relation between
time and eternity, and the figurative paintings he did almost exclusively
afterwards, up to the time of his precocious death under circumstances
that made many think of suicide.

167



BROKEN NARRATIVE

To go on doing conceptual art is like wanting to go on driv-
ing safely. P'm always ready to play the game, but when the game
becomes accessible to everyone you have to get out. By now eve-
ryone understands the perfection and the naiveté of the concep-
tuals. Screw their Bible.

We need to write a new book, but first we need to do some-
thing else. As us artist David Hammons says, to overcome this
obstacle first of all we have to open a center for detoxifying from
Duchamp. I think Hammons is sincere when he says this, be-
cause he himself fell into a trap. Conceptual art is like a cross. In
order to toss this cross, this trap, into the sea, I called one of my
cats Marcel Duchamp and in 2018 we made Plumb né zarf (Bul-
let in Envelope) with that cat. It's a work that aims at initiating
a missing dialogue.” Like all cats, Duchamp is a magnificent fe-
line, and 'm waiting for him to surpass the artist by not becom-
ing another postconceptual copycat, like those postconceptual
altar boys who never challenge their church, even when they’re
grown up, choosing instead to become priests themselves.

The only thing that interests me about De Dominicis is his
death. Death in general fascinates me, and his death was a great
work of art. I'm not interested in writing a sentimental letter
full of cheap mysticism and unveiling fake secrets to approach
him. The imprint of Duchamp’s sperm as an act of love defini-
tively surpassed the pathetic letters written by artists. Gino De
Dominicis’s death is on another level. I also say this because for
sometime now I've been trying to carry out an idea. I'd like to
sign the body of a suicide immediately after they perform the
act (in a gallery or elsewhere). I ought to have signed the immo-
bile body of Gino De Dominicis. I ought to have done it in 1998
when he died and I arrived in Italy. Sign the body of a suicide.
Steal suicide.

7 Armando Lulaj, Plumb né zarf (2018), DebatikCenter, https://debatikcenter.
net/strikes/bullet_in_envelope.
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Breaking Stones is also a work about the mortality of the body.
At the beginning there is a powerful detail, the barking dog.
Then the street noises. And, obviously, the sound — extremely
loud — of the stone hitting the ground. What is the importance
of sound in this video? What relationship do you have, in your
work, with contemporary music? Can Breaking Stones also be
interpreted as a piece of ‘concrete music”?

With sound I've always had the same relationship as the funeral
march written to be played at the funeral of a great deaf man.
Trapped!

The soundtrack in Breaking Stones is all field recording. I
placed the unidirectional mic with the camera and followed the
action. There is no manipulation in the studio, no post-produc-
tion, everything comes from the environment. My intention
was to follow a precise idea, which came out of the circum-
stances found at the scene. The prisoners, along with the people
living in the surrounding houses, could hear what was going on
outside. They couldn't see it, but they could imagine it, and that
interested me.

Breaking Stones makes one think a lot about your national
hero, Gjergj Kastrioti (Skanderbeg). The idea of a “rebellion”
underway is definitely present in the video. Do you think this
reading is possible? Who occupies, socially and politically if not
physically, the “soil” of Albania today? Against what and in
what way is it possible and necessary to rebel?

Today’s politics, everywhere, consist in occupation of the pub-
lic sphere, and rebellion occurs when there is a widely shared
perception that the territory has been occupied. For this rea-
son everyone traces historical parallels between occupiers in the
past and those in the present, whether they be institutions, for-
eign armies, political forces, or today’s wealthy elite.

They say that the first movie filmed in Albania, by a troupe
from Turin, has a very meaningful title, Albania ribelle (Rebel-
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lious Albania). Over the years we've mythicized the power of re-
bellion and pushed it away, distancing ourselves from it, and we
still fight it even now. Rebellion can't be real if it is kept within
the frame of conceptual art, as art tends to do. Rebellion is not
a form to be put on show —in my opinion it can’t be put into
an archive or given a label: it’s not exhibitionism, but rather an
uncontrolled act of courage that has to dare produce something
unmistakably new, otherwise it’s just a purposeless catwalk
show.

Im still waiting for the development of the impossible
protest, but 'm not sure what that means today. The way I
imagine it, it would be impossible to carry out, even if to me it
seems realistic. If it happens, today’s artists should only stand
and watch, not interfere, if we want to achieve something
that can be compared to that impossible idea. Even today the
idea of rebellion is conceived of and situated as an isolated
phenomenon, impossible because no longer realistic, relegated
to a corner in an out-of-the-way abandoned house. I think this
is still a profound and complex idea that we should achieve,
because it involves freedom.

In this corner of the world we are living through the era of a
third love story, after the one for the Soviet Union and the one
for the People’s Republic of China.

If we had a hidden love during communism, acknowledged
by everyone, it was the love for the West, the love for America,
in the days when for the state apparatus America was the enemy,
the symbol of every evil. After the fall of the regime I witnessed
the landing of the United States in this country. People rolled
out carpets theyd brought from their homes over the tarmac
where James Baker® and the American motorcade passed to
reach Skanderbeg Square. America as a symbol of democracy

8 James Addison Baker (b. 1930), lawyer and member of the us Republican
Party, was Secretary of the Treasury during the presidency of Ronald Rea-
gan and Secretary of State in the final months of the presidency of George
W. Bush. He played a primary role in the period after the fall of the Berlin
Wall and the Soviet Union. His official visit to Tirana in June of 1991, the
first by a high-profile representative of the us executive to Albania, was
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and prosperity was the missing future. But things have changed
recently. After twenty-seven years of love, the American diplo-
mats, the Embassy, or even an anonymous American in the city,
are no longer automatically perceived as a friend ready to pat
you on the back, but rather as a subject or institution to fear. A
warning, an alarm from the past is ringing. Because of the speed
in the spread of information and the wars in Afghanistan and
Iraq, which recall the atrocities in Vietnam so vividly present
for my parents’ generation, the notion of America is changing.

In 2013 we witnessed the first and only symbolic protest to
have taken place so far in front of the us Embassy in Albania.
The protest focused on the Syrian chemical weapons that our
government was secretly negotiating with the United States gov-
ernment to bring into the country in order to be dismantled
at a location very close to the capital. At the time, in order to
stir up a more violent reaction on the part of the population,
the leader of the opposition Democratic Party, vaguely but ef-
fectively claimed and repeated non-stop that the negotiations
should end. Following this line of reasoning and citing the “ob-
scure” history of the United States, he evoked the civil rights
movement of the 1960s and the more recent Black Lives Mat-
ter movement. Even if it is perhaps still early, it seems that the
seeds of doubt have been sowed. The United States has a more
pervasive presence here than any other foreign country. The
stars and stripes always wave when political parties protest, but
the younger generations have very different ideas. Nowadays
America is like the ex-lover that you hate and love at the same
time, that you want to cancel, excise, and burn, eliminate from
the pages of your diary, but that you can’t in the end because it’s
alive inside you. It dwells in our minds, and the mind is the real
territory that needs to be liberated.

greeted by over 300,000 people, who crowded the streets to acclaim him
and his delegation.
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Breaking Stones and the concept of “martyrdom.” Who are to-
day’s “martyrs” in the Albanian culture and mentality? Who is
a “martyr” today?

Right after 1990, the first room in the house to be modernized
was the bathroom. In droves we substituted the stone slabs of
the Soviet period with low-quality white and grey ceramic tiles
imported from abroad. We also put in a bathtub, a shower with
an electric boiler, a French-style toilet, and a bidet, all illumi-
nated by cold neon light. Once the bathroom was done, the rest
of the house was gradually decorated with new tiles. Later on we
turned to the building itself, opening new windows or enlarging
existing ones, adding new rooms by taking over (“occupying”)
common areas.

Tiles are important to us, because their value isn’t only pri-
vate but also historical, representing political transformation.
I think that the architects who designed the new plan for Ti-
ranas main square, Skanderbeg Square, had this use of the past
in mind.

From the private space of the bathroom, this brand-new tile
flooring moved outdoors to the public space of the main square,
which was—but is no longer —an important symbol of the
country’s memory. The large stone tiles paving the square come
from all the places where Albanian communities live, from
bordering states but also from the diaspora (at least that’s what
they say). The idea of a united nation represented by the tiles in
this square is an aestheticizing idea of unity that also involves
another type of unity, namely that of identity. It is a populist idea
of unity implying continual transformation, which is in fact tied
to neoliberal politics.

As someone has very astutely said, albeit in an ironic way, in
the future those tiles will supply material for pedestals for the
martyred poets who sacrificed their lives to protect the collec-
tive memory against the recent destruction of the square. Im-
mediately after we finished shooting Breaking Stones, on that

172



TRACK 03

very same day, I went to the square at dawn and I made UNTI-
TLED (Pissed Off).°

In the history of our country the martyr is obviously
considered a person who died for the fatherland, a partisan
for example. Now, however, we are experiencing an absurd
historical-political conflict that leads to a rewriting of the past
and the elimination of these historical figures just because they
are associated with communism. This absurdity continues and
expands, also because we try to combat it with individuals,
namely historians, who are fundamentally incompetent as well
as basically speaking on behalf one political party or the other.

After 1990 we erected false martyrs, false democratic martyrs
and false socialist martyrs and we even resuscitated the martyrs
of the Church out of the past — in an exceptional performance in
the spirit of today’s Europe. Like so many historical falsifications,
today’s martyrs are honored more than those who were killed in
Kosovo, to give just one example. Personally, when I think of
martyrs I think much more about those who haven't arrived yet,
who are still to come. Tomorrow’s martyr will come from the
future, and will (perhaps) be only an idea that exists online. This
narrative interests me: the country needs to start imagining and
resuscitating the martyr of the future.

9 Armando Lulaj, Pissed Off (2017), DebatikCenter, https://debatikcenter.net/
strikes/Pissed_Off.
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Fig. 11. Breaking Stones by Armando Lulaj, 2017.

Video. Color. Sound. 10°31”.
Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.

Fig. 12. FALLEN (american neanderthal) by Armando Lulaj, 2016.
C-print. 140x140cm. Production photo by Marco Mazzi.
Courtesy of Paolo Maria Deanesi Gallery and DebatikCenter of
Contemporary

Fig. 13. UNTITLED (pissed off), by Armando Lulaj, 2017.
Documentation of the performance on the highest point of the not-
so-slight inclination of the new Skanderbeg square, Tirana, July 22,
2017.

Production photo by Pleurad Xhafa.

Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.
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Fig. 14. Breaking Stones by Armando Lulaj, 2017.
Video. Color. Sound. 10’31”.
Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.

Fig. 15. FALLEN (american neanderthal) by Armando Lulaj, 2016.
C-print. 140x140cm. Production photo by Marco Mazzi.
Courtesy of Paolo Maria Deanesi Gallery and DebatikCenter of
Contemporary

Fig. 16. UNTITLED (pissed off), by Armando Lulaj, 2017.
Documentation of the performance on the highest point of the not-
so-slight inclination of the new Skanderbeg square, Tirana, July 22,
2017.

Production photo by Pleurad Xhafa.

Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.
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You and censorship. How have you been censored in Italy and
in Albania? Have there been any episodes of explicit censor-
ship? Can you expand on this? What happened to you (even
recently with Bullet in Envelope...)?

It’s not exactly news that different groups and/or entities attack
an artist to control their work and freedom of expression. Today
censorship is still a very widespread phenomenon, which obvi-
ously concerns above all activities that tend to express criticism
by showing the reality of power in all its forms, starting with the
government and arriving at a denunciation of the workers’ con-
ditions at the Guggenheim in Abu Dhabi, for example. It should
be said that today we are faced with a situation that seems un-
controllable, because increasingly power tends to exert censor-
ship from the start, cutting criticism off at the bud so as not to
allow it to flower. In all these years, in my experience, there have
been many situations that illustrate this. But there is a differ-
ence when we are talking about other countries because, I be-
lieve, my origins have played an important role. As compared to
my native country, the censorship structure in other countries
is more complex, more stratified and with more levels. Except
for very few exceptions, which according to me really should be
the norm, art in Albania, as well as investigative journalism, is
controlled exclusively by the government. If an artist deals with
issues that involve the way the country is governed, for example
the corruption of the government, they are to all intents and
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purposes classified as an opponent and put on what they actu-
ally refer to as “the blacklist”

Recently the government’s structure of control — even if con-
trol of these phenomena has a much longer history, beginning
in the communist period — has become far more effective. If in
the past, namely in the 1990s, it stooped to brutalities like burn-
ing a book or the offices of a national newspaper, today’s special-
ists are much more sophisticated. Today’s situation makes me
think of the events of 1997 and the state of emergency we lived
in for months. There are so many things that the current way of
governing has in common with 1997. For example, the state has
total control of the judiciary. For a long time now, the so-called
judicial reform has blocked the formation of the Constitutional
Court. The executive branch governs primarily through decrees
of the Council of Ministers or by special laws, which seem to be
proposed exclusively by oligarchs. All these anomalies, which
have by now become the norm, are connected to censorship and
the government’s use of the media, but also art.

Toward the end of 1997, the public broadcaster produced a
program with high school art students which I also participated
in. The purpose of the program was to try to analyze the role
of art and the artist in the development of society. It was one
of many TV programs trying to assuage the shock people had
suffered. In that program they talked about the role that the art-
ist should have, the structure of this institution and the need
to reform it, but also about the role that artists had inherited,
an imposed role, oriented by politics, which clearly suffocated
every level of creativity and liberty of expression. When the pro-
gram was aired the next day, we discovered that they had cut out
most of our provocative statements. Though I was very young,
I felt like I'd been amputated. For the first time I sensed a cer-
tain marginalization, due also to the position taken toward us
by some of the teachers and the majority of the other students
in the school. It was on that occasion that for the first time I
perceived how narrow-minded an artistic institution could be.
One year later, in 1998, together with two of my friends who had
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also been on that television program, I left to study in Florence,
where I carried on, or at least I still think I did, something that
was rooted in that program.

At the Florence Academy of Fine Arts, before making Walk-
ing Free in Harmony (2001) I made two other works, Guasto
(Out of Order, 2000) and Acqua due volte al giorno (Water Twice
a Day, 2000). It was a very intense time because something was
stirring in the city, it was as if a new wind was blowing. In the
Academy, the echo of discussions that found no answers from
among the teachers lingered in the air. The classroom was full
of paintings, second-rate drawings, and copies of other art-
ists” works, things wed already done at the beginning of high
school. It was a suffocating environment. That was why I made
Guasto. Right in the middle of the easel-painting class, when
everyone was silently at work, I picked up the classroom fire
extinguisher, took off the safety valve and transformed the room
into a white space. When the white powder had settled on the
floor and the room had become something decidedly different,
a sort of white cube, I wrote the word Guasto in black on the
extinguisher, which is also the title of the work. After Guasto I
almost never went back to class. In the morning I handed out
leaflets and in the afternoon I went to the Biblioteca Nazionale
(National Library) to read Ludwig Wittgenstein, whom I liked a
lot at the time. That meant I was making too many absences and
risked failing the year, but I wasn't worried. In the corner where
I worked in I'd placed a houseplant on top of my stool, a Spathip-
hyllum or peace lily, as it is known in English, and alongside it a
note. On the note I'd written the name of the plant with a felt-tip
pen along with instructions for its care — water twice a day. I
thought it was the teachers’ duty to water the plant, something
they never did, and so the plant died.

In the end, the Florence Academy created problems for me.
Besides being traditionalist, it was organized mainly for for-
eign students, Americans and Europeans that is, who wanted
to study the Renaissance. In the Academy’s administrative office
I felt the pressures of a border-police station. The non-western
students, the ones from the so-called third world (in those days
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there were no students from the fourth or fifth worlds), were
really treated very badly. This imposed, controlled, and forced
submission to an administration that considered us third-class
citizens made me sick to my stomach. What was at stake was my
very identity. That's why I felt that more than censoring my work
they were trying to censor my identity. I say this because at the
time the gesture of Walking Free in Harmony was not seen as a
work of art at all. In what was said against it there was always an
implicit condemnation of my origins, including absurd, almost
fascist arguments having to do with the landings of immigrants
in the nineties and the clichés formed after 1997. A few days
after my expulsion my fellow students in the Academy staged a
goodbye concert in the courtyard of the institute, a very noble
gesture on their part and one that was very encouraging for me.

After Florence I went to Bologna—1I had no choice. At the
time of my move there, in 2002, Bologna was a very vibrant city,
full of lively debate. It was a left-wing town that allowed consid-
erable freedom, but then things gradually changed.

One of the first things I saw there —I was shaken by it for a
long time, and still am — was a fresco in Saint Petronius Cathe-
dral, specifically the 15th-century fresco by Giovanni da Mod-
ena, where the prophet Mohammed is depicted naked in hell.
The image is compelling — it is one of the most powerful I've
ever seen. The Cathedral was always guarded because after Sep-
tember 11th there had been several terrorist attempts and every
time I went back to see the fresco, which isn’t well-placed for
viewing it frontally, the police were present.

From 2004 onward I created works in various strategic spots
in the city. These included the Tpo in Piazza Verdi (a well-known
center of social gathering, afterward torn down to “gentrify” the
neighborhood by putting up new residential quarters), a vibrant
space that was also important in the city’s political history; and
the Cavour Gallery, an area under the portico that houses the
city’s most expensive shops. I transformed all these spaces into
stages for interventions dealing with the city’s political and cul-
tural problems, but not only that. In 2004 they removed my
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neon installation Lélégance du Temps, which was placed on the
facade of the Tpo building. Using the three colors of the Italian
flag the neon announced the opening of a center for kamikazes
and skyjackers. In 2007 I was invited to make another neon in-
stallation in Piazza Verdi along with other artists. I created two
texts, Piazza SSenza Valori in white neon, and further back a
much more optimistic and romantic title in red neon, But Let Us
Yet Put Forth Courageously, a phrase taken from T.S. Eliot’s early
poem “Departure and Arrival” The white neon was situated at
the beginning of the colonnade, near the wall of the church, be-
side the ceramic plaque with the name of the piazza, while the
red neon continued underneath the colonnade. The installation
was sabotaged. First they cut off the electricity, then they cut
the wires. It was attacked both by center-left and center-right
organizations, by the Church as well as by the city government.
With this particular work, besides talking about the past and the
future, I also wanted to show the (extreme) overload of values
that a conflict in a square brings forth, and also to imagine a
square without them. Curator Hans Ulrich Obrist has spoken
about the significance of a square of this kind, whether or not
such a square can be constructed and what that would mean.
Not by chance, but out of the extreme volition of an aesthetics
which I don’t share, such a square was in fact constructed in Ti-
rana, a city that Obrist seems very close to: Skanderbeg Square
is the perfect example of the uprooting of memory. The square
was designed as a pyramid, as though to suggest the idea of low-
ering the value of the collective, the masses, and raising that of
the individual. According to the architects and politicians who
planned that square, it is the individual who should be placed at
the top, while the masses should be situated far beneath.

In 2014 some misunderstandings of my work UNTITLED up-
set the Jewish community. Having been invited to exhibit by the
Bologna Art Fair, I decided to show a work previously planned
for a museum under the colonnade of Galleria Cavour. The in-
stallation is the exact copy of the iron sign bearing the words Ar-
beit Macht Frei found over the entrance to Auschwitz, made by
the inmates. The copy is made in neon, but the words are back-
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wards, just as they would be if read from inside the camp. The
rabbi of Bologna gathered in front of the work with members of
the Jewish community, in this central space that explodes with
wealth, and threatened to destroy it because they considered it
anti-Semitic. The work was debated in the media, by city hall
bureaucrats, and also by the director of the Bologna Art Fair,
who wrote to the Jewish community to explain the purpose of
the operation. What they failed to deal with or even mention,
however, were the real aims of the work, which were to chal-
lenge both the meaning of the museum space and of racism to-
ward immigrants. In this case, but also in all the others, my in-
tention was not to cause discord, but to dig below the surface in
order to reveal the interweaving of history and power, the fabric
that a visual image can sum up better than a thousand words.

Since 2012 I've been living in Tirana again. It might seem that
a lot has changed in the art world here. But once you scratch
the surface and dig a bit deeper, you realize that we are (I am)
still inside that 1997 television program, where the aim isn't to
make a clearly focused analysis, but instead to move further and
further away from the heart of the problem. This country is very
interesting, very complicated and often difficult to perceive; for
many people it’s almost incomprehensible. The truths are so dif-
ficult, but at the same time so transparent, that bringing them to
light is an arduous task.

For my latest works, to arrive at the perfect meaning of
things and create a deep wound on top of the wound made by
the capitalist system, I am (again) using dangerous ingredients
that can be misunderstood if not analyzed with care, calmly and
objectively. 'm not sure if these are the right words, but I believe
that by pushing harder to go beyond the status quo, a differ-
ent reaction can be triggered. 'm aware that this is difficult to
achieve and that the responsibility is very great, for every artist
knows that s/he could fail and so the message could be misun-
derstood. In that case, it is the artist who must be the first to take
all responsibility.
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Bullet in Envelope is a work consisting in details conceived in
relation to the current social and political situation in Albania.
It is addressed to the country’s most important artistic institu-
tion, the Albanian National Gallery of the Arts, whose name has
been changed now to the National Museum of the Arts. Start-
ing from the idea of what a museum ought to be today and the
premise of protecting it from the concept of franchising spread-
ing all over the world and insinuating itself here as well, I tried
to stretch the limits and show the real face of this institution as it
undergoes the ordeal of this... transformation. The people who
worked there used to represent the avant-garde of openness,
while now they are partisans of narrow-mindedness. They’ve
become bureaucrats. Though still public, this institution func-
tions as though it were private, following certain vague rules
of the market and opposing the idea of any alternative artistic
world.

“This new museum is nothing other than a cheap whore,’
exclaimed a cultural journalist while storming out of a press
conference in a rage.... The main components of the work Bul-
let in Envelope are the ogive of a bullet shot in an unnamed place
and a letter that is impossible to read without looking through a
scientific police microscope. These two objects were put inside a
white envelope that held various pieces of information, address-
es, linguistic and humorous games, all produced in collabora-
tion with Duchamp the cat. The envelope was then sent to an
institution able (but also not) to “sniff out” all the elements bor-
rowed from the history of art but also those borrowed from so-
cial history. But no, the work was unanimously — that is, by the
artistic establishment and the director of the institution — de-
nounced to the state police as a violent gesture against public
morals because it used criminal language which, according to
the verdict of artistic officialdom, cannot be considered art.

This paradox and the problems that characterize the work
still puzzle me. Both the head of the criminal police, by pure
chance an artist-turned-policeman because he couldn’t support
himself through art, as well as the public prosecutor in charge of
the case examined the evidence carefully and, like good curator-
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dogs, they “sniffed” well before coming to the conclusion that
my work was certainly a work of art and absolutely not a threat,
because it lacked all the elements of a threat, contrary to the in-
terpretation and declaration of the artistic institution. Accord-
ing to the police and the prosecutor’s office, all the requisites that
constitute a threat were lacking, and so they decided to dismiss
the case. The work deals with the institution of art and the cur-
rent government, which seems determined to launch the coun-
try into contemporaneity. Its focus is just this explosion of the
contemporary and the vision for the future announced in 2013 by
the socialist government — a government that in fact has never
shown, and will never be able to show, any rebirth whatsoever,
any reawakening, any explosion or real democratic openness
in its institutions. On the contrary, all the institutions have
grown stiffer, more rigid. Institutional art is increasingly tied
to politics and the government and has withdrawn into itself,
while the real explosion has already taken place and continues
to take place on the street, far from the walls of the Museum /
Ga(o)l(lery) / Government.

A week after I mailed Bullet in Envelope, student protests
erupted in virtually every public university in the country and in
every faculty of the biggest university of them all, the University
of Tirana. It is very significant that the protest broke out in the
School of Architecture and then spread to all the others, includ-
ing the Schools of Law and Social Sciences. The denunciation of
the National Gallery only confirmed an intuition. Even if they
were threatened and divided into many groups, the students
performed a hugely significant symbolic act. Once and for all
they destroyed the powerful government propaganda machine
and unmasked the Prime Minister, the socialist artist, who was
thought of rather like the way workers used to think of the uto-
pian Brazilian president Lula. The students’ unanimous politi-
cal act was to not have a leader, and to not negotiate with the
government, especially not with the Prime Minister. This signal
should be analyzed in depth, because besides demonstrating for
the umpteenth time that the government had reached rock bot-
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tom, it also showed a degree of stratification and complexity that
we'll have to reckon with very soon in the future.

The rules of this generation have changed, precisely because
the rules of this government never change — arrogance, control,
police, threats, gangsters, reclusion, rape, drug trafficking,
contemporary art, design, architecture.

This institution, the National Gallery, is a public body that
has played a fundamental role in the transformation of art in
the country, both before and after communism, but which has
recently adopted the extreme arrogance of the government. The
government imposes its control over the institutions of art. It
has erected a system, a re-education camp that supports the po-
litical system and exhibits only art it has approved. This artistic
institution is increasingly comparable to death row in maxi-
mum-security prisons. The system works according to the fa-
mous saying “fight fire with fire” Aimed at destroying all truth,
thousands of misleading messages are sent about the same ques-
tion, to exhaust you and demolish the authenticity of every fact
and, in the end, to exercise what I believe to be the most danger-
ous kind of censorship: to prevent a concept from developing,
a work from starting, a critical book from being published and
distributed, or an investigative film from being financed. Peo-
ple are talking more and more. “They” can't hide the truth, they
can’t hide the evidence, kill you and bury you in the garbage like
they did with sixteen-year-old Ardit Gjoklaj,’ but they can cre-
ate another truth and slap it on the pages of all the newspapers
worldwide, paying to do it. But people have started talking, and
this can’t be stopped.

1 On August 7, 2016, the body of the sixteen-year-old Ardit Gjoklaj was dis-
covered underneath the garbage in Sharré, a newly revamped landfill site
for disposing of most of the refuse of Tirana. He was a night-shift worker
and there were indications of an attempt to cover up the accident. The in-
vestigation revealed that on November 25, 2015, 48-year-old Mirvete Duka,
a mother of four, had fallen victim to a workplace accident at the same
site. In this case, too, there had been an attempt to keep a lid on the affair.
The inquest uncovered only a series of administrative irregularities and
inadequate recruitment procedures and safety measures for the prevention
of accidents.
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This is the current scene and the substratum of Bullet in En-
velope, a work that for the time being can be found in the col-
lection of the prosecutor’s office, which I'll have to write to ask
to borrow if I want exhibit it, obviously in a future show in the
National Gallery (Museum) of the Arts.

Albania and Brazil. Many people say and write that the art
scene in Brazil after the recent elections has been devastated.
In some ways Brazil reminds me of Albania. Have you got any-
thing to say about this? What sort of limitations are there in
Albania? What similarities are there between the Brazilian ex-
treme right and the Albanian system?

If you analyze the Albanian right and left wings today, you won’t
find any real differences between them. If we compare ourselves
to the rest of the world, one fundamental difference is that here
there don’t (yet) exist extremist parties or organizations like
in the rest of Europe or, further away, in the West or the East.
Everything is still being compared to the previous regime, the
dictatorship and its extreme “drawbacks,” while the “benefits”
that can only be produced by a common ideal, such as the idea
of communism, are never discussed. There’s a phrase I like very
much that illustrates the thinking of the majority concerning
the difference with the past: From prison to poison is like from
poison to prison.> This position has to be handled with gloves,
not only because it is complicated but also because it implies
a distinction between types of negativity, making it seem that
people would prefer prison rather than neoliberal poison. And
here by prison is understood security, work, and less criminality.

Albanian society remains conservative and closed and the
concept of freedom is still not well understood. This is one of the
serious limitations that the country has to face. The politicians
have well understood this particular characteristic of our soci-

2 See Victor Strato, From Prison to Poison from Poison to Prison (2019),
DebatikCenter, https://debatikcenter.net/strikes/from_prison_to_poison.
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ety, which is why they can do what they do so blatantly. The So-
cialist Party was able to construct a narrative predicated on the
elimination of these limitations. While ostensibly being a party
that assists the most disadvantaged classes in society, in the end
the Albanian Socialist Party did not go down this road, instead
opting to squeeze these sections of the population even harder.
As T've said before, the figure of the current Prime Minister has
been strongly upheld and supported both inside and outside the
country not only for the program he presented, national Rebirth
and European (re)Renaissance, but also because, being an art-
ist, he was sold to the people as a reformer who could change
the degenerate system installed by the right wing. The current
Prime Minister was seen by the masses very much like the un-
ion representative Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva was seen in Brazil,
who was beloved by the people and the rest of the world and
who governed for years, but whose government turned out to
be a den of corruption. There are many similarities between
Lula’s government and the current Albanian government that
are worthy of analysis. But whereas Lula is now in prison, the
problem seems to have been solved by our government, because
its intensification of control over institutions continues to have
the support of the international community, even if this means
that the latter are losing credibility by becoming the historical
enemy of the people, which is a real paradox.

Like the right-wing government before it, the current one
controls most of the media, along with the judiciary and peni-
tentiary systems. Every time the (current) government is criti-
cized, the propaganda machine responds by comparing it to the
previous right-wing government which is responsible for killing
four civilians during a violent protest in 2011, whereas they (the
current government) haven’t killed anyone directly yet. This de-
fense is also shared (and repeated) by the country’s artists and
curators. But the Socialist government, which in reality is a pri-
vatized government, has imprisoned a lot of people whose only
crime was being too poor to pay for electricity because they were
unemployed and didn’t receive any state benefits either. Many of
these people committed suicide, and in fact the number of sui-
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cides is growing rapidly. This government is also responsible for
another national tragedy: its politics has triggered the second
largest exodus in Albanian history. Poverty has increased, the
middle class is disappearing, and the only segment of the popu-
lation favored by this government are the ultra rich. Wouldn't
you agree, then, that these are crimes, these are murders com-
mitted by the current government?

As far as art is concerned, all the promises made to artists
about a cultural explosion have evaporated into thin air. The
only artist to come to the fore in this period, the only one able
to find a market and be presented in international shows as the
single emerging Albanian artist is the Prime Minister himself.

In an interview that Edi Muka® gave to an Albanian journal-
ist — in which, as usually happens, his claims were neither chal-
lenged nor contested —Muka talked about the questions that
ought to interest today’s artists, referring mainly to the young
Albanian artists who find themselves at a crossroads and don’t
seem to know what path to take. To illustrate, he gave examples
of the issues artists should explore, such as the right wing re-
gimes in Brazil, Turkey, Trump’s United States, etc., where dic-
tatorship, censorship, and racism are prevalent, as well as other
issues like immigration and climate change. I find it really im-
portant to deal with these global issues but only if we examine
them in depth, so not with the aim of hiding the urgent prob-
lems facing our country but, on the contrary, in order to shed
light on them. So it would seem that the example doesn’t fit. The
local situation already reflects global issues, and this is what we
should be talking about.

If there is a problem our contemporary artists have never se-
riously confronted that is identical to Brazil’s it is that the crimes
committed by the dictatorship have never been addressed ade-
quately. Contemporary artists don’t want to deal with this prob-

3 Edi Muka, born in Albania in 1968, is a naturalized Swedish curator. He
was formerly a lecturer in the Academy of Arts in Tirana and co-founder
of the Tirana Biennial. In 2007 he was the artistic co-director of the Gote-
borg International Biennial of Contemporary Art.
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lem. The artists working in Albania with official support don't
concern themselves with legality, the use and misuse of power,
corruption, the government’s justification of rape, or with ad
hoc “special” laws like the one used to demolish the National
Theater. Why is it unthinkable that courageous artists who are
ready to exhibit their research into the murder of Ardit Gjoklaj,
the minor killed by the state apparatus whose body was found
buried in a rubbish heap, will never be invited to do so in the
rooms of the Museum/Gallery? Why will an investigative pro-
ject on the crimes committed in the past by Members of Par-
liament and members of the government never be exhibited?
We all know that a large number of Socialist MPs are criminals,
traffickers, men guilty of rape. Why doesn’t the Museum show
projects that examine the production of drugs by the state it-
self, and the involvement of the government and the police in
this scheme? Why won't the most well-known curators in the
country ever accept the idea of exhibiting works concerning the
construction and financing of the Prime Minister’s house, or its
commercial and architectonic value? Why will they automati-
cally refuse a project that predicts a little tremor of an earth-
quake in the vicinity of that house, which represents power?
Why will they object to an exhibition based on the conjecture
that in Surrel* (read Surreal) it could rain for months on end,
and lightening could strike one of the four buildings that make
up the Prime Minister’s residence? To avoid this kind of ques-
tion by treating other problems and making comparisons with
global issues seems to me intentionally cunning, like comparing
every evil to a greater evil so as to make our own reality seem
less serious. Why should the barbarian reception given to Judith
Butler in Brazil in 2017° be more important than the gang rape

4 Surrel is located near Tirana, on the road to Mount Dajti. It is one of the
favorite vacation spots for the inhabitants (and the vips) of the capital,
including the Prime Minister, who lives there in a large house which is
completely out of proportion to the country’s standard of living.

5 When philosophy Judith Butler was invited to participate in a conference
in Brazil in November 2017, she was met with violent hostile demonstra-
tions on the part of locals opposed to gender theory. These demonstrations
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committed by Socialist mayor Elvis Roshi? Why has the Prime
Minister, that contemporary artist, defended this act for years,
justifying it as a youthful mistake, and why has no artist or cura-
tor, man or woman, spoken up about it? It is above all art that
pursues these kinds of questions that finds no space to exhibit
anywhere.

If we want to avoid falling into the populist trap of the shows
that surround us today, and that send a puerile message on the
level of Journalism 101, these are the main issues Albanian art-
ists ought to be dealing with now. In my opinion, the day when
we produced shows and artistic projects under the shadow of
feeling inferior to other countries is long gone. Albania is no
longer a country where works seen over and over in other coun-
tries should be presented. On the contrary, it is now a country
where we can and must develop new proposals, a New Wave to
launch beyond our borders. This is what we need to talk about,
because no other urgency exists. As I said before, between the
right and the left there is no real difference as far as results are
concerned, only the way of operating remains (for now) differ-
ent. Both systems are very effective, so “Fuck them both”

I hate to have to admit that the Albanian right-wing seems
more sincere and more to the left than the left-wing in this
country, which is actually more to the right than the country’s
right-wing parties. We are governed by a right-wing party that
is left-wing in name only.

Censorship of the right and censorship of the left. Is there any
logic in making this distinction? Is censorship, after all, censor-
ship tout court? Are there types of censorship that differ in these
two systems or are the strategies the same? How has the model

culminated in a bonfire where a puppet of a witch resembling her was
burnt. See Ruptly, “Brazil: “Take your ideologies to hell’ - Judith Butler
haters burn effigy outside Sao Paulo seminar,” YouTube, November 7, 2017,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dhlDqBMovYU.
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of control and censorship that was present in the communist
period changed, how has it adapted itself to today’s situation?

As Giorgio Agamben says, today’s governments produce crises
everywhere, and crisis is a strategy produced by governments
themselves. Crises increasingly express the illegality of the
system, they justify and legitimate decisions taken by those in
power. Censorship is an integral part of this system. The rules
of control aren’t always the same, they become ever more re-
fined and interconnected, but they are still violent, because cri-
ses evolve. Government propaganda uses all possible means to
try and conceal the truth and the scandals produced by institu-
tional corruption. People are terrified of this and they increas-
ingly withdraw into themselves, because everything is directed
against them. Very serious events have occurred, world-class
scandals, like the explosion at the former munitions depot in
Gérdec in 2008. Women and miners were working there and
twenty-six people died. The affair also involved the son of the
then-Prime Minister, Sali Berisha, the government itself, the
Pentagon, and the American Department of State. And there
are other situations the current government has been involved
in. As I said before, due to the shortcomings of the courts and
thanks to ad hoc laws passed to favor the oligarchs and so on,
this government has for some time now acted following the pa-
rameters of a state of democratic emergency. To plant cannabis
all over the land was a decision made by the left-wing govern-
ment. Together with the state police, criminal gangs controlled
the plantations and the politicians took their share. We now see
them all putting this money into real estate speculation. The
monument to police casualties erected in front of the Ministry
of Internal Affairs at the time when the police and the Minis-
ter himself were involved in drug trafficking, which looks just
like a copy of the memorial to American police casualties, ought
to have the silvery silhouette of the cannabis plant instead of
silver stars. The death of the sixteen-year-old who worked oft
the books in the Tirana garbage dump, which took place un-
der the watch of the local government, since Tirana City Hall
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is responsible for the landfill site in question, produced another
enormous scandal that the state covered up by awarding sub-
contracts to relatives of the public prosecutor who was in charge
of the investigation. Skanderbeg Square is proof of this rampant
corruption. There are some journalists who try to investigate
and get to the bottom of these issues, even if their reporting is
completely ignored by the Tv channels. They are systematically
censored, fired, and even threatened, as in the case of a journal-
ist whose house was the target of mob bullets, or shall I say state
bullets? Non-governmental organizations and the voices of civil
society seem to be inexistent, because they’re always funded by
the government, so in a certain sense they work for it. Even art-
ists who are only occasionally activists can’t get into the handful
of shows that are organized, and if they do succeed in exhibiting
their work they use weak instruments like icons, or images, and
never investigation. If you do research these issues the first to
condemn you, even before the state, are the artists and curators
themselves. They accuse you of being part of the opposition fac-
tion and of destroying the narrative created over the years, ac-
cording to which Albanian contemporary art has been a success
story that has produced personalities who have brought honor
to the name of the nation all over the world. And so we must go
on in their wake and honor this past.

This country’s elegance is always misunderstood. It can’t be
represented in a meaningless, unintelligent way, in the way the
perfect, custom-made frame and museum glass are used, for
example. I believe that beauty is hidden intelligence, which the
educated eye of contemporary art cannot see anymore. There is
a very clear element of censorship in all the artists, actors, film-
makers, and other members of the art system in this country
(which I don't belong to), and that is self-censorship. It may seem
trite to refer to this type of censorship once again, but there is
more to it than meets the eye. It’s a matter involving education,
training, and the desire for integration. Recently, theater actors
have staged a protest against the state’s project to tear down the
National Theater building which was built by the fascists in
the thirties, and to replace it with a new contemporary theatre
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designed by an important architectural studio and funded by
an oligarch connected to the death of the sixteen-year-old in
the landfill site. The government has approved the project by
a special law. The actors’ cause is right. What is at stake is far
more than protecting the city’s identity. The actors’ understand-
ing and use of language, which has evolved from the ineffective
way they used it at the start of the protest, are gradually grow-
ing more radical. In the beginning, if someone came closer to
reality and the way(s) in which it should be articulated using
new, stronger language, they were reproached by the other ac-
tors themselves, who even had written rules about how to speak.
It was fascinating to see how actors youd seen in important roles
and had imagined differently did not possess a language of their
own. It was sad to see actors who didn’t understand the power
of gesture, didn’t know how to be effective offstage. It was sad to
see actors who lacked the use of gesture.

Observing the current National Theater situation, with its
imminent destruction to make room for new buildings to laun-
der the money of criminal gangs and high-standing politicians,
I noticed that the use of “proper” language led to even more
“proper;” totally empty and useless discussions. This “propriety”
was defined as a synonym of civility, integration, and democ-
racy. I believe that being civilized is an entirely different thing: I
am opposed to integration (referring to the figure of the artist)
and that is what we have to struggle against.... The saddest thing
of all is that this “propriety” seems to have become common
practice. If artists are to teach something, the first thing they
have to do is change their behavior. They have to tear away this
mask to show something urgent — urgent behavior in an urgent
situation calls for urgent means.

To provoke a different reaction, at the start of the actors’ pro-
test I sent them a written text to perform there in the square
where they were protesting, titled Kori (The Chorus), a sophis-
ticated piece consisting of a long orgasm. It was a text as a play
without words, which I'd written for the generation of actors
active before 1990, but also for their students, the same actors
we see protesting now. A collective orgasm for an hour a day,
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until this political scum and all the other ghosts that wash their
money in cement get off that public ground.

Painting and politics. Action Painting—in the United
States—was an artistic current exported all over the world
and made to pass as “the art of freedom,” in contrast to the
art of political oppression of the Soviet Union and China. But
we now know that Action Painting was a farce, a form of art
supported to communicate the idea of a “free” America in op-
position to an ‘enslaved” Russia, etc. What is more, abstract
art doesn’t have any explicit political component in the visual
content of the painting. What is political in abstract painting?
How can abstract painting be political?

For a long time now I've been composing a different narrative
about the presence of the United States in Albania. I call it The
Third Love Affair.

One of the first works I did after being expelled from Flor-
ence’s Academy of Fine Arts, which I later put into this archive,
was Powershift c1a (2001), the photographic documentation of a
performance done in the vicinity of the Amerigo Vespucci air-
port in Florence. When I showed it in Tirana the following year,
an American diplomat asked my father for information about
what the three letters in the title of the work, c1a, stood for. In
the photo you can see an American pitbull terrier jumping over
an obstacle that has a torn red Albanian flag on top. 'm not sure
what my father answered, but what he advised me then, and
went on repeating for years, was to never get involved in politics
or mention politics in my works, especially American politics.

What I wanted to communicate at the time was simply
what I felt, which was that politics —especially American
politics, which then as now wields the most influence in this
country — was decisive in the distribution and control of power.
The plans for regime change in the nineties, but also the events
of 1997, seemed to me so well-structured and effective that only
one organization would be able to carry them out. At the time
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all these suppositions were only provocations, and my evidence
was not very well-founded.

Political interest in art and culture was strategic for all the
foreign forces that operated —and operate —in the country. A
constant presence that right from the start has supported ar-
tistic activity was the foundation of the philanthropist George
Soros, whose organization has funded numerous art shows, art-
ists and musicians, festivals, and so on. The fact is that many of
the artists and even politicians who went on to have successful
careers were and are still supported by that foundation. My first
and rather reckless performance, entitled Performing Soros, A
Friendship Cycling Tour (1997-1999), was precisely about this
interesting and ubiquitous presence in the field of art.

In 1997, in a state of total emergency, the Soros foundation
had started a project called Journey of Hope — Friendship Cy-
cling Tour. I took part in it because a cousin of mine who worked
for the foundation and was the manager of this project had in-
vited my sister and I. The foundation gave everyone (or almost)
a Bianchi road bicycle. Along with a group of other cyclists who
were taking part in this project, including people from Mexi-
co, Protestants from Honduras, American filmmakers, Span-
iards etc., we were to ride our bikes through Albania, Italy, and
Greece. I remember that they didn’t give me a bike, though they
did to everyone else, and so I decided to make the trip on my
own mountain bike. In Albania we were escorted by the police
and often by soldiers from the multinational military mission
present in the country.®

During the trip, which lasted a month, the foundation pro-
duced a documentary where this experience is filmed, with all
its risks, its failures, conflicts within the group, and also a few
love stories that blossomed on the road —in brief, the utopia

6 The Alba mission, which was initiated by Italy and sanctioned by the un
and the oscE, as well as the Silver Lake and Libelle missions, which were
implemented by us and German military units respectively and whose
main goal was the safe evacuation of their nationals, intervened in Albania
at the height of the crisis that followed the collapse of the pyramidal finan-
cial schemes in the country.
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of togetherness. I remember that the film was then shown in a
gala celebration at the Convention Palace (Pallati i Kongreseve)
in Tirana in the presence of politicians and foreign diplomats.
During the trip, I befriended the Albanian police officers who
escorted us in Albania, and to avoid staying on the bus I rode
with them in their cars. Meanwhile, I took photos of the journey
with the tourist camera I'd bought in the States a year before.
I took shots of the police, the army, the participants in their
biker’s clothing, the bag full of money carried by my cousin. I
photographed the group pedaling along the roads of a country
in the grip of chaos, one that seemed like an alien river running
over newly burnt land. I shot a great many photos. I didn’t real-
ize at the time that this project was a highly political operation,
narrating something that was an integral part of a reality created
and conditioned by various influences that I only understood
afterward. We were dummies, puppets tied to a short leash in-
side a political operation, and we didn’t know it. For this reason,
to challenge the lack of awareness I had at the time, I made the
journey again on my own in 1999. Putting the photos from 1997
alongside those from 1999 I created my first slide composition.

I've given this long introduction because I think the time has
come to fully understand the reasons for the political support
that a certain type of art that evolved in Albania after the fall
of the communist regime has enjoyed for almost thirty years,
and how this type of art has influenced social perceptions and
domestic politics.

To respond to what can be sensed between the lines in your
questions, which create a very evocative parallel, I remember
that when Frances Stonor Saunders’s article “Modern Art Was
c1A ‘Weapon™ came out in 1995, we obviously didn’t talk about
it at all in school.” Following the school syllabus of 1995, we were
mostly busy making copies of past masters. I remember that at
the time I made two copies, one for a school assignment and

7 Frances Stonor Saunders, “Modern Art Was c1a ‘Weapon,” The Inde-
pendent, October 22, 1995, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/
modern-art-was-cia-weapon-1578808.html.
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the other for myself. If I remember correctly, I decided to paint
the portrait of a boy with a hat by a French painter whose name
I don’t recall, and for myself Francis Bacon’s 1973 self-portrait.

Considering that this is a topic that provokes debate and
involves the cIa, it seems to me that it hasn’t been sufficiently
analyzed or discussed over the years. Provocatively, and com-
paring it to the situation of Albanian art after 1990, I'd say that
this kind of issue isn’t treated even in a historical perspective.
The tendency of researchers who work for state institutions, the
academics, is to ignore these questions. The people who direct
the institutions don’t want to analyze such fundamental aspects
of the present; they invent the same pretexts used to avoid ana-
lyzing the year 1997. The excuses adopted by the artists who sup-
port the Socialist Party — we need time, we have to allow history
to evolve, every judgment is premature, and we can’t speculate
based on only a few cases — are banal and should be tossed aside
tout court.

But in what you ask there may be a different relation that
concerns the same subject, which under very different circum-
stances surfaced elsewhere in the past, namely during the years
1950-1960. I find it very interesting to analyze the whys of yes-
terday and the whys of today. The whys behind the selection of
certain musicians, jazz artists, writers, journalists, and painters
who were supported by the c14, in a promotional operation un-
like anything seen before; and the whys behind the blacklisting
of those who were put on trial in the United States. The expo-
nents of abstract expressionism, Jackson Pollock, the masterful
Mark Rothko, Robert Motherwell, Arshile Gorky, etc., were pro-
moted in a secret operation by pontiffs in incognito, along with
philanthropists, in order to win an intellectual war against the
Soviet Union and China. First of all, it was necessary to win the
war of communication by humiliating the ideology represented
by socialist realism and showing to the whole world a differ-
ent, free art produced through unbridled intellectual freedom,
chiefly also by authors ideologically on the left. The operation
was geopolitical. Art itself, and culture, as in the case of Action
Painting, but also that of literature, took on an important role in
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the program of power expansion. The operation also included
Europe and left-wing European intellectuals, framing itself as a
way to contrast the European traditionalism of the distant past,
which was surpassed thanks to the great freedom of expression
in the art were talking about.

Big shows were organized. The artists were backed and en-
couraged to carry on with their ideas, which had become the
main vehicle for the American government’s propaganda. And
when you have such total support you forget to ask yourself
questions, you go on riding the wave. The operation was so so-
phisticated that it wound up being an international market suc-
cess, and still is. The “freedom” these artists believed in is just
what you said, it is camouflaged slavery that sucks you in, which
in a certain sense has determined today’s market.... The real
slaves of the propaganda were perhaps (and still are) the Ameri-
cans more or less drugged by that optimistic politics, more than
the socialist realist painters/revolutionaries.

There can be no true freedom in a painting if you only con-
sider the way it is painted, and you can’t speak about freedom if
this freedom is always confined within a conceptual framework
that has already enclosed and imprisoned the sign. You have to
go beyond the work. The artists mentioned above never thought
of their work as a way to promote social and political change;
rather, they thought of it as a path to success and the creation of
their own myth. It was for just this reason that they were the best
suited to carry out a strategy of this kind. To find a link between
abstractionism and politics we need to look back and reread Ka-
zimir Malevich and study, for example, the African American
painters whose abstract and expressive works confront colonial-
ism and racism....

At the 2015 Venice Biennale I also exhibited a copy of a
painting by Spiro Kristo,® a marvelous Albanian socialist real-

8 Spiro Kristo (1936-2011) was an important Albanian painter, especially
well-known during the socialist realist period. His works were part of the
international show documenta 14 in 2017.
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ist painter. I chose Kristo because I had written Recapitulation®
with his painting in mind. The idea behind our pavilions dis-
play was to make it move in time, in the sense of creating a pa-
vilion from the seventies, the first Albanian pavilion to ever be
presented in Venice, in order to speak about the future and the
absence of freedom in our day. The entire apparatus came from
those years, and my works had their starting points during that
period too, the intention being to offer alternative instruments
for interpreting our global future. The installation focused on
issues of economic exchange, inequality, terrorism, government
propaganda, legislation and surveillance, financial speculation,
sovereignty, nationality, etc.

After the demise of the great ideologies Kristo wasn't suc-
cessful at riding the (new) wave. When I was doing research for
the pavilion I saw all the works he had done after 1990. They
were very weak and constrained. Like many great Albanian art-
ists of the socialist realist period, he too was lost and unable to
control his own work, which was no longer based on an ideol-
ogy. He tried to go beyond representation, his strongpoint. He
tried to become abstract, to set himself “free,” as it were, and to
produce something that had nothing to do with any political
concept. His new work, more constricted than open, controlled
him rather than freeing him. There were others affected by this
ideological effect, other great painters of the Albanian socialist
past who tried to become abstract, and almost all of them failed.
Analyzing the political, economic and social context of those
years, we can understand now why these painters suddenly
changed their style, why they became imitators of expressionist
and abstract artists. There’s no doubt that this has to be under-
stood as a political act, even if it was destined to fail.

Aesthetics and politics again. Albanian art in this millennium
has been seen as an art of rupture and has created enormous
interest. Id like you to consider the problem of Albanian aes-

9 See Track o1, p. 40, n. 8.
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thetics. Let’s take an example: Dammi i colori (Give Me the
Colors) by Anri Sala.” A video that virtually everyone in the
art world has seen. A very famous video that owes much of its
fame not only to its subject (the very boring painted buildings)
but also to a well-defined aesthetics. The framing that almost
always works, the low resolution, the hand-held camera, the
unrefined but “contemporary” photography... in short, a video
that works visually. That works aesthetically. A video that has
won over many people thanks to its aesthetic choices, like the
idea of the painted buildings. But what is actually behind this
almost romantic vision of the Albanian art of the first years of
this millennium? What is Edi Rama really trying to do? What
has he continued doing? How has Albanian art been exported
in international festivals and shows?

The fall of the regime, the year 1997, and the Balkan wars have
offered starting points for producing the current narrative, a
false narrative of contemporary art in the country, which needs
to be revisited.

As we all know, contemporary art, or better, the presence of
Albania on the contemporary art scene, is marked by a fatal joke
that occurred in 2001, sensationally realized on the occasion of
the first Tirana Biennial." It produced a worldwide scandal, and
its echo reverberated for years. Afterward it led to many fakes,
besides the artists themselves, but then it was buried so deeply
that virtually no one talks about it anymore in Albania. It was

10 Anri Sala (b. 1974), is an Albanian artist who mainly works with video and
musical installations. He has made sculptures, photographs, and drawings.
He is a close friend and collaborator of Prime Minister Edi Rama. His
video installation Dammi i colori (2003) shows the development of Tirana
at the turn of the 21st century.

11 On the occasion of the 2001 Tirana Biennal, a fake Oliviero Toscani (in
reality, as it turned out, the artist Marco Lavagetto) managed to get himself
accredited as a curator and presented four fictitious artists, pulled out of
thin air, bringing works attributed to them along with a critical essay that
was published in the magazine Flash Art and in the show’s catalogue. The
joke was discovered only when the real Toscani reported the incident and
sued the organizers.
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buried so deeply that the new generations think the first Tirana
Biennial was held in 2003, when the socialists had the build-
ings painted in gaudy colors. As early as 2003 this operation
was understood to be a lie by the members of DebatikCenter.
In a project that was a satellite of that Biennial, we performed
an intervention that analyzed the economic system of micro-
credit. Other topics treated were immigration, political corrup-
tion, the practice of biennials disseminated all over the world,
and the painted buildings that could in no way change what was
inside: they couldn’t penetrate or change the mentality of the
population, but only interfere temporarily in the way the reality
created was perceived externally. To us this seemed to be a ma-
nipulation. The real joke was that this operation wanted to give
life to a narrative that was stillborn. It was the exact opposite of
what had happened in 2001, because then the project was meant
as a joke and could only survive if the joke was discovered. I
think that the case of this second, real, joke is very significant. It
should be studied carefully because in a certain sense it opened
a curtain on the future, the artistic and political present of our
day.

The art world and the majority of artists pray for a war, a
natural cataclysm, an earthquake, in order to have the system’s
reflectors pointed at them. Then the figurines create themselves,
and the ingenuity and banality of what is narrated afterward
become the rule for referring to a nation. Dissidents who were
never dissidents surface, pioneers who never understood what
it means to be a pioneer, and all sorts of other things. Then an
image is created that shares the features the mother image re-
vealed after the catastrophe, capable of insinuating itself into
other narratives, planting roots like a virus, and remaining in
the archives of history in a stable, protected position. An im-
age you are not allowed to recover is produced. An image kept
at a distance, incapable of evolving on its own. Just like when
the power of a state or the system has launched a satellite or a
spaceship into space (after the one launched in 2001). “They”
can follow it while it is rotating in orbit and gathering informa-
tion, but they don't want to let it return to earth. Because they
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would never want to retrieve the data that hasn't been transmit-
ted, which has been accumulating all the time and can only be
found on the satellite. If the spaceship can’t return, someone else
has to go up there, take what has been lost, what is still hidden,
and then come back to the earth, assuming that s/he’ll have the
strength to return and send another picture capable of evolving
on its own.

I don’t believe that any form, whether abstract or pop, has
the power to make everything produced after World War II, or
during a year like 1997, go up in air. I am actually fascinated
by colors and by pop culture and it is not my intention here to
criticize its enormous diffusion, its success on a planetary scale,
its aesthetic dimension, more precisely the component that im-
plies a sort of deliberate intellectual indolence, but instead to
point out the (re)production of a mindset that tries to avoid any
kind of profound thought. That’s why, though Pop Art is impor-
tant, as soon as you try to lie to Pop by adding to Pop, Pop has
the potential to show you up. The socialist buildings in Tirana,
painted in semi-abstract shapes and vivid colors, work perfectly
in this globalized world, but they still represent only weak signs
for today’s world. The political operation behind the colored
buildings was announced from the start as a winner, but in re-
ality it formed the basis of a political movement that couldn’t
survive over time, since it was the matrix of a corrupt system
that couldn’t bring about any concrete change. It is a political
project that never really wanted to make a revolution of colors,
but proved to be an authentic Fake Case.

The purpose of the operation as it was perceived by the ma-
jority of people was not in the least what had been hoped for,
because the project wasn't done —and didn’t develop — in rela-
tion to the utopian goals of the avant-garde or the Suprematists.
As a matter of fact, it was more closely related to the conceptual
constraints of relational aesthetics, at a time when what was ur-
gently needed was a revolution like the one attempted by Joseph
Beuys, though not for it to be used like political propaganda un-
derstood as a perverse form of political performance.
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The Prime Minister ceased to imagine at the very moment he
had the buildings painted and ceased to create at the moment
his naked photo appeared in the media.” That's why, in a recent
show in Budapest dedicated to contemporary Albanian and Ko-
sovar artists, I sent all the participants a work titled La rivoluzi-
one siamo noi (We Are the Revolution): T-shirts printed with the
photo of the naked Prime Minister, accompanied by a signed
document in which I asked all the artists to wear the T-shirt
if they thought he was still an artist, or else to frame it if they
thought he was just another corrupt politician. I don’t know ex-
actly what they did in the end, but the fact is that I didn’t see
anyone wearing that T-shirt. The end! The people supported
Rama because initially they believed in his actions. I think the
year 2006 was when everything should have ended. That was
the right time for him to withdraw permanently from politics,
but he didn’t. He went on digging in the subsoil of an idea of

12 In 2016, ten years after the image first appeared in the media, during
his television broadcast 6 dité pa Ermalin (Six Days without Ermal), the
Albanian comedian and host Ermal Mamagqi showed a photo of Edi Rama
naked, in the presence of Rama himself, who invited him not to censor
it. “I saw the picture for the first time during the municipal elections of
2006. I happened to be in Tirana for work on a video in the Sharré landfill,
which at the time was at the center of a corruption scandal, and Edi Rama
was Mayor. I remember that the Mayor was always appearing on TV plant-
ing trees everywhere and, paradoxically, behaving like Joseph Beuys. The
photo always appeared in newspapers and on television with a purple/pink
circle covering the genitals. Exploiting the well-known taboos of Albanian
society, the Democratic Party was using the photo to destroy its electoral
opponent, but as it turned out this plan was a total failure. This photo is
particularly emblematic. First of all, since it was an act used as a sign of re-
bellion (breaking a taboo) it came to embody the proof of the naked truth
of the corruption of this government (or of the emperor’s new clothes), but
also because the color of the circle used by the media to cover his genitals
in 2006 is now the color the Socialist Party (Rilindja) uses for its propa-
ganda. I borrowed the title of Beuys's We Are the Revolution (1971) so that
people could understand the enormous difference that exists between real
art and corrupt politics” Armando Lulaj, artist’s statement for the Teatri
i Gjelbérimit exhibition, curated by Vincent W.J. van Gerven Oei, Stefano
Romano, and Ardian Isufi, Tirana, FAB, 2016.
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politics hed borrowed and studied for one purpose only: to put
an aesthetic mask over the corruption that is now out of control.

Today the Albanian Fake Case is clear to see for everyone
who looks at it critically and independently —all the artists,
intellectuals, academics, and journalists who aren’t connected
to political structures or institutions supported by the state. All
this reflection makes me think back to the beginning, to 2001,
to the buried past that has become the future, and the filter
everyone has to pass through to become part of this narrative.
From the start I chose to stay out. Partly because my works dealt
with political issues, politicians, and social situations, and partly
because of my way of seeing things, since I didn’t support any
political party, much less “their” party, the one currently in gov-
ernment. In a certain sense, from the very start I didn’t belong
to their narrative.

What do you think of subtitles in videos? Videos from non-
English-speaking countries are always subtitled in English to be
able to participate in foreign shows and festivals. Who controls
these translations? How reliable are they? Is there censorship in
the process of translation?

I've always liked subtitles for their visual impact, and the more
incomprehensible they are the better. They are signs made over
another sign. I love seeing the subtitles of Indian or Thai films,
less and less English ones. Even if I don’t know the languages, I
like seeing those incomprehensible signs over the image.
There’s a discriminating factor, in my opinion, as regards the
translation of non-English-language materials. It’s often done by
the artists themselves, with mistakes made deliberately, though
not always. The deliberate mistakes fascinate me because in
them we can also find something that has to do with writing
and rewriting the narrative, which interests me a lot. I've seen
many Albanian films, and video art as well, where the subtitles
have been intentionally smoothed over by the directors them-
selves so as to offer the foreign public a different narrative, one
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the directors feel flows better and is more perfect and authentic,
so not with the idea of confusing the spectators on purpose. But
if a director wants to hide something in the translation and is
doing this intentionally, with a precise idea in mind, s/he won’t
be able to hide this from everyone. That’s really something wor-
rying, and it says more about the artist than the work of art.
Depending a lot on the material we're dealing with it should also
be said that for an artist the problem is different, since artists
aren't fixed entities. They’re continually in movement, and often
feel the urge to edit their own truth infinitely. Artists can change
their own words in translation, as well as the words of others;
they can translate them in another way, using a version different
from the original, a poetic version I would say..., just as they
can cut up and edit the image. Artists are in constant movement,
they aren’t immobile like directors, they’re always searching for
a meaning, a personal sound, as it were. Video artists are more
artists of the image than of the spoken language, which they of-
ten don't “respect” In that case they are censoring a truth, but
no one can say they aren’t producing an alternative truth in their
creative naivety. The artist puts everything on the same plane,
characters, narrated text, even documents. One thing is certain:
it’s always possible to understand when a truth has purposely
been manipulated, especially if it’s been done to hide it. The di-
rector, the figure I feel closest to, knows very well what it means
to manipulate (or “to translate”) the reality of filmed material,
especially if it's a documentary.

Translation is a very complicated art. Changing a comma
changes the whole phrase, the whole meaning of the phrase.
These days I am very careful when I have my works translated,
I don’t show them if they aren’t perfectly correct, though I can’t
deny that I myself have made that mistake in my past video
works, especially when in 2007 we tried to translate a text of
political economics, Karl Marx’s Capital. That translation is a
catastrophe, done by a person who didn’t know English well
enough. But then again, what the character in the video is read-
ing is also a catastrophe: washing a book in the blood of animals
being butchered, he chooses passages from Capital — phrases,
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words taken from here and there, in the end producing speech
that is almost impossible to follow, often senseless. I called this
work Passion (2007) and I've never retouched it, in the sense
that I never edited it again. I let the mistake become a tool for
reading this work.
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Fig. 17. Walking Free in Harmony by Armando Lulaj, 2001.
Documentation of the performance above the Gallery of Academy
Museumn’s roofs. Florence January 23, 2001.

Photo by Salvator Qitaj. Armando Lulaj’s personal archive.

Fig. 18. UNTITLED, by Armando Lulaj, 2010.

White neon. Installation at Artra Gallery, Milan, during the solo show
NO MERCY, 2011

Courtesy ARTRA Gallery, Paolo Maria Deanesi Gallery. AGI Verona
Collection.

Fig. 19. Bullet in an Envelope, by Armando Lulaj, 2018.

Installation. Work in Progress. Courtesy DebatikCenter of Contem-
porary Art.

Production photo by Pleurad Xhafa.

Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.

Fig. 20. POWERSHIFT CIA, by Armando Lulaj, 2001.
Documentation of performance at the Amerigo Vespucci Airport
(Florence).

Production photo by Salvator Qitaj.

Private Collection.
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Fig. 21. Walking Free in Harmony by Armando Lulaj, 2001.
Documentation of the performance above the Gallery of Academy
Museum’s roofs. Florence January 23, 2001.

Photo by Salvator Qitaj. Armando Lulaj’s personal archive.

Fig. 22. UNTITLED, by Armando Lulaj, 2010.

White neon. Installation at Artra Gallery, Milan, during the solo show
NO MERCY, 2011

Courtesy ARTRA Gallery, Paolo Maria Deanesi Gallery. AGI Verona
Collection.

Fig. 23. Bullet in an Envelope, by Armando Lulaj, 2018.

Installation. Work in Progress. Courtesy DebatikCenter of Contem-
porary Art.

Production photo by Pleurad Xhafa.

Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.

Fig. 24. POWERSHIFT CIA, by Armando Lulaj, 2001.
Documentation of performance at the Amerigo Vespucci Airport
(Florence).

Production photo by Salvator Qitaj.

Private Collection.
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CONTROL." In February of 2019 I came to Tirana to photograph
one of your works. It was a part of CONTROL. I was especially
struck by the almost theatrical impact of the scene, alongside
the powerful visual component. I found a certain lyricism in
the work, as if the representation of death and decapitation
was shown through a dramatic filter, where there was not only
the physical death of the five figures decapitated and hung on
the coffin, but also the complete death of metaphysics. It made
me think of Rodin while I was taking the pictures. Or rather,
of a “reversed” Rodin, expressed “the other way round,” in the
opposite way. While I was taking the photos I tried to shoot
the scene as though I was once again shooting the sculptures of
Rodin that I photographed many years ago in Paris, in 2000.
CONTROL is a work intimately connected to landscape, mean-
ing that it seems to speak about something thats in the air,
something surrounding us in the landscape. What are the signs
of “control” — media, psychological, political, religious, sexual,
etc. — present on Albanian territory and in the landscape?
What can be understood when we try to interpret the Albanian
landscape? What can be felt about “control” and ‘domination”
by reading the landscape, “inside” the landscape?

Armando Lulaj, coNTROL (2018), DebatikCenter, https://debatikcenter.
net/strikes/control; David Kampi, CONTROL (2019), DebatikCenter, https://
debatikcenter.net/strikes/control2.
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CONTROL is a work made up of two parts. The first part is a
digital video lasting 35 minutes and the second part is composed
of sixty photos taken in 6x7 medium format. In both parts of
the work the framing, the camera, and the video camera are in
steady-stare surveillance, meaning in fixed position. In the first
part the walk-ons pass in front of a giant advertising billboard
very similar to a movie screen. The milk-white screen is next
to one of the most congested highways in Albania. But it’s not
the only one: there are hundreds of empty billboards along this
highway, and the same goes for every other main road in the
country. It's almost like the project of an artist whod imagined
them just so as to leave them empty. While the rest of the land-
scape seems to have been tainted by reality, these surfaces, taken
together, create spatial extensions that offer the possibility to
look beyond it. They are like black holes frozen in time. While
doing background research for this work, for the conceptual
heart of the project, we were always looking for invisible images
present in the landscape. Data from information black holes,
from the dark net, extracts of documents taken from Wikileaks,
images that had escaped the monitoring of the Facebook offices
in Manila, but also information about the secret government
and army maps of unknown territories.

This sort of information is always hard to dig up. It is part
of a vast archive that is increasingly difficult to access, which is
rather like the holy grail for anyone interested in archives, the
ultimate prize in a never-ending treasure hunt. Traces of these
images, made up of data hidden to the naked eye, are always
present in the landscape, in the landscape that is watching us,
and to dig them out you have to adopt the same technological
tools and systems used by the power structure.

For conTRrOL the means at our disposal were the most ba-
sic imaginable, really primitive if we compare them to the in-
struments referred to above. Starting out from what we had on
hand, in the end we produced something very different from
what wed imagined, even if the aim of deciphering the land-
scape was and is still present. While we were working on writ-
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ing the subtext we were thinking of John Nada’s glasses,> but
the only subliminal message that emerged from that screen-
billboard were the stupendous images of Fabio Mauri’s The End,
which are also a departure point for something different. So for
the second part of the project we produced an image using a
violent picture, a topical, very medieval image that had crept
in from a recent story I couldn’t get out of my mind — in fact, it
had been hanging in my bedroom for over a year.

Before starting to shoot the first part of CONTROL we car-
ried out some inspections. The billboard is located in the vi-
cinity of a small town called Voré, which is approximately ten
kilometers outside of Tirana. The screen is placed to the north-
west and covers — or better hides — the part of the landscape
leading to the village of Gérdec, which is about two kilometers
from the screen as the crow flies. As was mentioned before, in
2008 there was an explosion at a weapons and munitions depot
there, which resulted in twenty-six fatalities. Afterward, a con-
siderable portion of the weapons that were still in good condi-
tion were sold in global conflict zones by various Albanian and
American contractors. The main explosion in Gérdec involved
over 400 tons of propellant that were being stored in containers,
and it destroyed hundreds of houses within a radius of several
kilometers, as well as breaking the windows of cars passing on
the highway where we are now. This is just some of the informa-
tion offered by the landscape, enclosed in the trap that forms
the scene. We didn’t approach the scene with the intention of
analyzing the crime, either the one already committed in the
past or the one we had committed during the research we did in
the days before filming. Instead, we wanted to restage another,
parallel crime — to be honest not only one but more than one,
and more than once. In fact, the concomitant duration of the

2 John Nada, played by the actor Roddy Piper, is the protagonist of They
Live, a 1988 cult science fiction thriller directed by John Carpenter, which
is about an unemployed factory worker in Los Angeles who by chance
comes into possession of a pair of black glasses, thanks to which he
discovers that many human beings are in reality extra-terrestrials trying to
control earthlings through subliminal messages.
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scene makes a definitive narrative impossible, producing more
than one.

In the first part of the work, the camera stands by the road-
side and faces the screen, i.e., the billboard, diagonally. (The
screen-billboard is also visible in the series of photographs we
realized for the second part of coNTROL, albeit from a distance.)
The space between the camera and the screen is divided by the
highway, where vehicles are driving by at top speed in both
directions. The control exercised by the camera and the act of
snapping my fingers, which I do every time a walk-on passes
in front of the camera or the screen, is control aimed at the un-
controllable aspect of reality. In a certain sense, the resulting
video is a chain reaction produced by the screen for the screen,
and not by me and my camera. It’s as though the flow of reality
produced by the screen also controls the direction of the walk-
ons and then also controls my reflex reaction in its attempt to
immortalize an invisible and empty historical moment, thus
penetrating this dying political landscape.

The second part of coNTROL is very different because it is an
unveiled scene, a break, a violent intrusion, but also a failed act.
After analyzing all the components of the scene, David Kampi?
and I decided to add yet another force to the forces that control
the landscape. We wanted to identify the invisible, the truthful-
ness of the invisible, in order to amplify the significance of this
political landscape and then disappear, hiding our traces and
leaving everything to go on as before.

At times I feel like an intruder in the scene and my aim is to
hide this intrusion as much as possible. I'd like to amplify the
click of the camera shutter of the photographer who enters the
scene, magnify it as much as possible, while pretending to hide
all traces of the act.

Like all social and political life in this country, I think that
the landscape itself is situated halfway between the society of
discipline and the society of control. This halfway position has
enabled the emergence of some of the interesting phenomena

3 David Kampi is a ficticious Albanian artist.
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that my work is generally based on. This is a landscape in con-
stant transformation, more and more so thanks to — mainly but
not only—the corrupt plans and projects of those in power,
which are in continual evolution (meaning involution). What I
want to say is that in this land, in a geographical area that isn’t
enormous after all, the landscape can be perceived in the most
varied ways imaginable, often as a landscape that has been bru-
tally violated, occupied, controlled, privatized, fenced in and
constrained, concealed, falsified again and again, deserted and
abandoned. Yet, and this is the most interesting thing, in the end
it is still possible to see a “free landscape.”

To return to your question, the corrupt architecture and
urbanization resulting from the individual proposals of the
so-call oligarchs form an important pilaster for the future
of the country. These obscene proposals get the green light
directly from the parallel state of the Prime Minister and his
government. If you examine these proposals you realize that
they don’t take people into account anymore. The architecture
produced in this overall context, and I'm referring here to the
legislation and architecture produced by the state, by the power
structure, doesn’t need the collective or the idea of a project for
an inclusive society. On the contrary, it is only interested in how
to neutralize the collective.

Collectiveness has become Collectivemess.

In this landscape, or better in the midst of these landscapes, it
is still possible to encounter a certain resistance however, chiefly
in the form of wasted energy combined with fragments of power
always trying to go further. I'm referring here to the informal
constructions erected immediately after the fall of the commu-
nist regime. This sort of building reveals another aspect of capital
in its continual evolution parallel to the state over the last thirty
or so years. The buildings I'm talking about embody something
very different. In the totality that contains this form of potential
resistance, of creative resistance, there is the primitivism, the
radicalism, the surrealism, and the idea of revolution that eve-
ryone en masse wants to uproot. These buildings have not been
designed by architects, but by the inhabitants themselves, who
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come from the country’s outlying areas. This is how things gen-
erally went: first the land was occupied or bought, then (often)
the paperwork was falsified, the land was resold and rebought,
then it was registered with the authorities and then, iflegalized,
it was (also) legalized illegally. Within this absurd platform of
power these almost free structures have sprouted: surreal, un-
finished dwellings that are undergoing a never-ending process
of construction and transformation. Inside these buildings, the
doors open onto the void and the windows look onto walls; they
cannot be used to illuminate or ventilate the building — not the
existing one anyway but perhaps a structure we have yet to see,
one that will come later; they have staircases that look wrong
because because they lead nowhere, are often upside-down,
possibly because of a mistake in the construction... that makes
them seem built for a species that walks head-down. There
are over ninety-thousand such buildings all over the country,
which have the marks of future plans but so far only show their
shadow. What interests me more than their form or construc-
tion details is to follow the phantasmagoric outlines of buildings
that — for the time being — we can only imagine.

Again, the control and realism of the image. When we pho-
tographed CONTROL we discussed the frame at length, and it
seemed to me that you wanted to create a very fine balance
between forms and landscape. It seemed to be a “final” and
“terminal” image, like the last frame of a historical or epic film.
It wasn’t an easy image to create, even if it was very direct.
I know that this work started out from a real image, namely
from bodies really decapitated, which you then reworked with
David Kampi in the second part. Who did the decapitated
bodies in the photo belong to? Why did you choose that photo?

My collaborators know my way of producing, let’s say, an image,

but they in turn interpret it in their own characteristic ways,
which I know well and want to add to the work. I describe the

310



TRACK 05

scene, my ideas about how I think it should be in the end, and
what I really want to capture. I never provide support for getting
there or how to get there, because I often don't know myself.
Only a few fixed codes, overall harmony, and a lot of sugges-
tions. Just as my work is influenced by the power structure or
by something ineffable — in this case, nature, the landscape, and
reality itself, which I can’t control because it is unpredictable,
in the same way I try to work with my collaborators to create
these traps. What happens in some cases, for very few seconds,
is often unimaginable: it is the uncontrollable reality, both hid-
den and revealed, that can only be seen by paying careful atten-
tion. While it’s still true that I'm interested in seeing things in
different ways, seeing things from two or more points of view
simultaneously, to control the uncontrollable is the purpose, the
intent, and ultimately the goal of my work.

I clearly remember my first time watching a horror film.
This was in the mid-eighties, when every weekend one of the
main Yugoslav Tv channels would broadcast a vampire film. At
the time we lived on the first floor of a socialist-style prefab. I
remember that I was sitting in a wine-red armchair with gold
decorations in the living room of our flat. The television was in
front of me on a very tall, modern piece of furniture made of
black wood and glass. To my right was the hallway leading to the
bathroom, the bedroom, and then to the front door. My parents
were sitting with me in the room, too. I don’t remember the title
of that film and I've never found it since, but I can clearly re-
member that while I was watching the bloodcurdling images on
the screen my thoughts were always focused on the front door,
because it was the only way out of the flat. But I couldn’t get
up because I was afraid that some invisible external force might
come in through that door. I found myself frozen in the middle,
in the main room, between the bloody images of the film and
those unknown powers. The greater terror was obviously that
of the powers that could come in through the front door, so I
kept on watching the film, even if I shut my eyes to the most
gruesome images.
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The reaction to terrifying images has always interested me,
and the horror films of the past can still set off this reaction. I
think a film like Nosferatu is a work of genius. In it, Friedrich
Wilhelm Murnau performed an exceptional experiment, show-
ing a naked image. To achieve the maximum effect, in one
scene of the film he used the negative of the frame instead of
the positive. And, as the saying goes, the bigger the lie the more
they believe. Other auteurs, like Pier Paolo Pasolini and Michael
Haneke, have succeeded intelligently in this difficult undertak-
ing, producing images that make the public react, activate them,
nail them to their seats and force them to focus on the image,
the screen. This is just what interests me, since I'm not interested
in the powerless spectator — on the contrary.

Today were surrounded by the violence of images, products
of what is called necro-capitalism. Were surrounded by raw
images like the decapitations of Daesh, the “poetic” and
theatrical productions of Mexican criminal gangs like the
Los Zetas syndicate, which forcefully remind us of Goya and
Géricault, as well as of Francis Bacon. Rapes and mass murders
infiltrate our computers or are freely broadcast on air (at times
integrally on television networks) along with other images
produced by capitalism, which we observe without analyzing
or rejecting, and which are also violent because they tacitly
influence our minds and so in a certain sense format us.

For some time now I've been working on creating an archive.
This vast research project has been growing over the years. It is
comprised of very powerful images, but it has a purpose: to find
the perfect image, comparable only to the image of the body of
the lifeless poet. The image (or images) I'm talking about isn't
a sublime icon from the past. Instead, it is an image of the pre-
sent, at once simpler and more complicated, and it contains the
flaws of modernity. It may be that this image doesn’t yet exist,
and that’s why I try to create it, and why a lot of the space in my
hard drive is occupied by these raw, increasingly heightened im-
ages that come from all over the world and are like pieces of a
totality that has not taken shape yet. It remains a missing image,
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which can’t be created like Brook’s burnt butterfly.* Nor would
it accept being created only as a false image, like the one made
by the photographer in the famous scene from Jean Genet’s The
Balcony.s It has to be a composition achieved by emptying out
the whole of all these different forces.

The image used for the second part of CONTROL was shot in
2013 in the town of Jizan in southwest Saudi Arabia. As seen in
the stingy information provided by the press, the bodies pic-
tured are of five Yemenites tried for theft and murder, crimes
punishable by death according to Sharia Law. Their heads were
cut off with a sword, stuffed into plastic bags along with their
bodies, then tied by a rope to a beam supported by two cranes
in the square in front of Jizan University while the students were
taking an exam. The photos of the scene were published by the
Saudi Press Agency and retweeted by a lot of people on Twitter,
so that those photos, many in low resolution but still very pow-
erful, travelled all around the world. I could discover nothing
else about the trial of those five people.

Even though the work is finished, the questions I ask my-
self are the same. What needs are satisfied by this picture that I
kept in my bedroom for over a year? Can this picture reflect and
demonstrate the deplorable state of our civilization? Why has
this picture become a trap and why did I want to put this form
inside another form like the cinema? If images are produced by
our reality, why do we have to censor them from the general
public, and why was this image shared, why did it escape control
while others didn’t and don’t? Can this image be the final prod-
uct of power, of religion, of politics? Is it the final monologue
of the strength of power, or maybe just a self-portrait? Why do
those suspended bodies remind me of the body of a poet?

4 Director Peter Brook (b. 1925), at the end of s, a theater piece on the
Vietnam War written with Denis Cannan and staged in London in 1966,
had the actors burn a butterfly, which was in fact fake but which the public
was meant to think was real.

5 The Balcony is a two-act play written by Jean Genet in 1956 and performed
in 1960. It reveals the perversions of those in power. Among the characters
there are three photographers, called Blood, Sweat, and Sperm.
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What is your reaction to and your position about the “political”
use of punishment, from prison to the death penalty? Another
thing—Id like you to propose an interpretation of the “politi-
cal” use of homicide. Is it possible to think of a relationship
between the progressive changes in the languages of contempo-
rary art — not only in Albania — and the use of capital punish-
ment as a “political strategy”? Is there a relationship, and if so
what, between the museum and the gallows?

Here in the waiting room of Tirana’s Penitentiary 313, while ’'m
trying to answer this question, I can hear the soundtrack im-
provised by Miles Davis for the film Ascenseur pour léchafaud
in the café next door. The title of the film suggests a very power-
ful image for me. The trap... the empty gallows... the difficult
upward motion... no descent... blocked... blocked inside the
suffocating mechanical elevator of justice... the state... political
power... the act accomplished...

Da capo. The repetition... no escape route inside the narra-
tive...

In this elevator of history, what comes to mind is one of the
cruelest images of those years —the image, which chills my
blood even now. I could call it the image of one of the most bru-
tal stories of racist murder ever committed, a case that has been
reopened, an image I can’t bear to look at for long. It is the open
coffin of Emmett Till. The coffin of Emmett Till in the Museum.

Some time ago, a member of an association active against
the death penalty spoke to me about a video game circulat-
ing among law students, mainly in the United States but also
in impenetrable countries like China and some Middle Eastern
states. In this game, emblematic historical cases that ended with
a death sentence were re-opened. From what I understood, it
was a very complicated educational game that gave the possibil-

6 Emmett Louis Till (1941-1955), an African American teenager native
to Chicago, was assassinated for reasons of racial hatred in the town of
Money, Mississippi. His mother demanded that his funeral be held with an
open coffin, to show the state in which the assassins had reduced her son.
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ity to try out new strategies based on the penal codes of coun-
tries that have the death penalty. The aim was to put the thread
of justice and the right to life into an invisible needle, and so
to “save” the life of a victim who had been tried and executed
by clicking on computer keys. In this very difficult legal trial
the adversary was this program, which was almost impossible to
beat: you were caught in a sort of vicious circle against the right
hand of God, against a sentence already pronounced.

The spectacle of the death penalty is cruel, with various dra-
matic and theatrical techniques that have changed over time.
Today we have lethal injections administered in the chamber
of the end. The invisible plexiglas filter is a screen separating
the death chamber from the spectator who is a witness to the
act, but also a witness to himself as representative of the state,
to cite Jacques Derrida. Even though in our day there are still
people who support these verdicts, the number of executions
is far lower than in the past. Kumi Naidoo comments as fol-
lows on the statistics on the death penalty for the year 2018, “The
dramatic global fall in executions proves that even the most un-
likely countries are starting to change their ways and realize the
death penalty is not the answer”” As for me, I am against it and
think that a life sentence should be the maximum penalty im-
posed for any crime.

The question of capital punishment is very complicated and
to get a clear idea of it you have to keep in mind history and all its
atrocities. I grew up under a dictatorship where the death pen-
alty was part of the legal system. My grandfather was a judge in
those years. The communist show trials, better known as “peo-
ple’s trials” or “special trials,” were the most important though
not the only legal proceedings that resulted in the death pen-
alty in the majority of cases. The charges in these political trials
were by and large trumped up by the state and the accused had
no defense to speak of. The state evidence and the confessions

7 Kumi Naidoo (b. 1965) is a South African activist, formerly Executive
Director of Greenpeace, and currently Secretary General of Amnesty
International.
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of the victims (already below ground while still alive) were ex-
torted under torture and by threats. The most interesting thing
is that those trials were often held in movie theaters. It was a
performance carried out right against the white cinema screen,
in which everyone involved became part of a movie with a fore-
gone conclusion that was known to all. The public was witness
and jury at the same time and the entire state apparatus inside
the movie theater made a very special, very Kafkaesque gallows.

Another important aspect of the past regarding the political
use of those executions is that the persons responsible have nev-
er been tried themselves. The crimes of the past are condemned
only as historical phenomena, but the people who took part in
these trials are still alive (and I'm talking about ministers, public
prosecutors, judges, and members of the secret police) and have
never had to face a real trial. In a certain sense, history has been
betrayed. A criminal pact among political forces in the nineties
sanctioned this, and in a certain sense even amnestied the guilty
parties, leaving all responsibility for the executions and atroci-
ties to the distant past, to the ideological ghosts of the past, to
the dead. Entire sectors of today’s administration, up to and in-
cluding important state officials and even judges, are filled with
people who used to be part of the old system. This phenomenon
has permanently damaged the credibility of the state and the
people’s faith in justice. As in most formerly socialist countries,
the past has become readymade history. The museums recently
opened by the government, dedicated to the crimes and atroci-
ties of communism, are grand installations conceived by su-
perficial artists. Inside there are only the names of the victims,
but not the names of the persecutors, which are actually known
to everyone. In this way the past is shoved even further back
into the distance. These museums are merely oases of oblivion
for Albanian society, or spaces for the occasional tourist. The
very people who put the poets and dissidents of the past below
ground are those who represent culture and the state today. The
memory of these dissidents is nurtured as mere political propa-
ganda. It’s not found in school textbooks, on the contrary. In
many elementary schools controlled by the executive, traces of
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this past that has not yet been properly examined are recalled by
children who are thus being exploited both by the government
and the educational system. In our day when everyone has lost
faith in the state, nostalgia for the ideology of the past, for the
force of law, for security and jobs, leaving all the atrocities of
the regime and of its ideology hidden, is used by political forces
merely as a way to gain more votes. The pact made in the early
nineties, with international endorsement, has justified the ex-
ecutions of the past, and the dignity of the Albanian people has
been buried with the trials that never took place. I've already
mentioned my work Powershift c1a from 2001, which also talks
about this, this change in the game, even if it has often been seen
as being only about the wave of Albanians who migrated to Italy
in the early nineties. It was exactly in those years that a large part
of the archives of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the secret
police, which housed classified information about higher-ups in
the state apparatus, were destroyed.

The dossiers that are being opened now, containing informa-
tion about citizens and public figures of the past, are still being
used to blackmail these people, as well as artists from those days
who are still active and are critical of the government, those who
express their dissent from the state’s corrupt, destructive pro-
grams. The past is still under the domination of the authorities.

Because of the lack of independent art institutions, the figure
of the artist is still represented through old(er) models. The artist
must be an obedient individual, respectful of politics and politi-
cians, beloved by foreigners and even resembling a foreigner, a
supporter and member (understood as a condom on the phal-
lus) of the party. If your art and your expression use other forms,
like disobedience and rebellion, you are immediately labeled as
a hooligan, a person to avoid. I've been called that more than
once by an influential elderly artist whom “they” consider im-
portant for the(ir) country’s contemporary image.... In my eyes
this artist is, in fact, a false dissident who has made use of the
same techniques of fabrication (of his life as a dissident) used by
many “victims” of political persecution by the past regime that
have falsified their stories. These individuals try to overshadow
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real dissidents like the poet Havzi Nela,® executed by the state in
1988. His death penalty was a political murder perpetrated by
the state apparatus of the entire Albanian Labor Party, barring
no one. The order was also signed by an important artist who
was a supporter of the regime, Kristaq Rama, the father of to-
day’s Prime Minister. The body of the poet was buried vertically,
feet down, to keep him from ever finding peace, in a hole made
by removing a very tall electricity pole.

None of these problems from the past that are still very much
part of our present are dealt with critically either by contem-
porary artists or by “responsible” curators. The paradox is that
these protectors of the false dissidents condemn, for example, a
work like Bullet in Envelope, while they haven’t got the courage
to face our past honestly.

I said before that we stole and copied our future and that ele-
ments of this future, which in a certain sense are not desired, are
impossible to eliminate from the package. I think the strategy of
political murder will take on very different valences in the fu-
ture, but for now, when the state is collaborating with organized
crime, which is becoming a decisive factor in the way the nation
is changing, it remains exactly the same as ever.

By contrast, the political use of punishment is spreading. Dis-
sidents and investigative journalists above all, the people who
get in the way, are targets of intimidation and threats by this
mix of criminalpoliticalrenaissance. Compared to the oppressive
culture of the past, it's much easier today for the state to intimi-
date and suppress you by finding your weak points, incarcerat-
ing you and pushing you aside. The majority of the voices that
should be critical, the so-called intellectuals, don’t speak out or
perform any sublime act; on the contrary, they sell themselves
to the state. They cost less than a hunk of bread. In a climate like
this, suicide and desertion are the only serious political acts to
face up to the country’s socio-political set-up. In this panorama,

8 Havzi Nela (1934-1988) was a dissident Albanian poet born in the village
of Kollovoz in the district of Kukés and sentenced to death by the com-
munist regime.
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the armed ideological organizations I spoke about before don’t
yet exist, but their presence and development are like an ever-
more visible specter.

For the Moving Billboard project, which we finished in 2018,
we would have liked to invite Masao Adachi, too. What interests
me personally in this historical-political figure is exactly this
shadow I'm talking about, a shadow that is increasingly clear
and that covers ideology, art, religion, politics, struggle—in a
word, the traces of all of those things threatened with elimina-
tion in the social and political life of this small country of ours.
I think it would have been interesting to have him here, first of
all as an artist in the current panorama, but not only. We also
wanted him because of his militancy as a historical member of
the Japanese Red Army. We weren’t able to have him here be-
cause the only possible agreement between us had to be based
on collaboration free of other interests, but the aim was to start
exploring the missing ground that I think has disappeared from
the Albanian artistic landscape, and to throw light on other im-
portant presences in the land.

There is a group of Uighurs living in Albania who are for-
mer Guantanamo Bay prisoners. Having been captured by the
Americans as suspected terrorists in the aftermath of the 9/11 at-
tacks, they were detained for several years but had to be released
eventually due to lack of evidence. Since they are considered ter-
rorists by China, they can’t ever return home, which is how they
ended up being deported to Albania. In an inaccessible camp
near Tirana, live a considerable and constantly growing num-
ber Mojahedin-e Khalq® members, a group that was classified
as a terrorist organization until 2004 but no longer is, and so
now they are protected persons under the Fourth Geneva Con-
vention. However, for Iran and Iraq the MEK still constitutes a
terrorist group. I feel that their presence in the country is very
important for our artistic life. Recently, some members of the

9 Mojahedin-e Khalq is an Iranian political party founded in the 1960s, in
determined opposition to the theocratic regime that has governed in Iran
since 1979.
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Mojahedin-e Khalq left the camp and are now considered ter-
rorist deserters by the organization itself. They live and work in
Albania under the surveillance of the Albanian and American
secret services. Other examples of traces of the violence that is
in the air are the Albanians who have gone to fight in Syria, or
still others who are part of terrorist organizations like 1s1s. The
future museum is also being made up of these stories, which are
generally ignored.

Each time I go into a museum I try to find something that
proves me wrong, or that proves me right by proving me wrong.
This mechanism is perfectly activated inside the structure, in
the display inside the exhibition space, when you stand in front
of a work. I'm not interested in speculating about the connec-
tions between the gallows and the museum. I'm more interested
in finding different ways to excogitate strategies inherent to the
logic of the system itself: to the oil refinery as museum even;
to privatization; to the workings of the market; to surveillance
in that space; to private security; to the workers who hang the
artworks and those who do the cleaning; to the spectators, etc.;
and, finally, in discovering how to empty it all out all and find
ways to escape the constraints of that space.

The economy is the gallows of contemporary art. The system
of art has stopped relating to life and now relates mainly to the
economy, and the trade show is the space where all the system’s
currents flow together. I've done various projects concerning
this subject, but I've also written up projects I've never done,
often because they were impossible. One of them, which I in-
cluded in 100 sPaMS (2017-2018), consists of an army device that
makes an incursion into an art fair, a robot like the ones used to
remove bombs. The robot is to be guided so as to record, in a
certain sense to control, the works in the booths, in the gallows
of the market, the economy and politics, and it is also meant to
serve as a filter through which to see the works on show.

Going back to the creation of the image I spoke about before,
I can say that one example of the creation of this image, which
is also potentially the most significant for contemporary art in
this country, is the frozen but continually evolving image of the
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object on the fagade of the Prime Minister’s Office in Albania.
Following the latest wave of protests in the country, the Socié-
té Spectrale is preparing to become a surveillance force in the
background of the protest, to search for ghosts in these demon-
strations, which are organized like marine earthquakes caused
by weapons that shoot electromagnetic waves. The scene is set
just as it should be. The police spread grease on the lamp poles
where they've placed surveillance cameras and loud speakers
that amplify the voice of state control. It’s not possible to climb
up and deactivate this voice, because you slide back down. Re-
moving them to leave a hole as deep as a man is tall, right there
in the middle of the Bulevardi “Déshmorét e Kombit” (Martyrs
of the Nation Boulevard) might be easier. The crowd takes aim
at the Prime Minister’s Office. One of the demonstrators picks
up a shaft and hits the armored door of the palace of power. A
safari in the Boulevard. A work of art has been targeted together
with the building. By destroying it, they’ve brought it to life. Bits
of it, ruins, remains of teargas bombs, cartridges, fragments of
smoke bombs, and the plastic gloves of the scientific police are
by now part of the archives of the Société Spectrale.

The other work of art I feel personally very involved in be-
cause of what it represented and still represents, is found on the
facade of the building, above its massive front door. It’s been
packaged, protected, and armored by the state.® Packed as if it
were in a container, it seems ready for an imminent journey to
an art fair. A surveillance camera has been placed on the cor-
ner of the Prime Minister’s Office to monitor the armored work,
guarding it second by second. The reflection produced by this
image is no longer opaque as it used to be, on the contrary. The
object tells about the art market, the stock market, the milita-
rization of museums, populism, and shoddy politics and ide-
ologies. I think that the ghost produced by these protests is a
clear image of the future of contemporary art that is being pro-

10 This is Marquee Tirana, 2015, by Philippe Parreno, installed by the Prime
Minister on the facade of the Palace of Government to mark the entrance
into the exhibition space on the ground floor of the building.
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duced in real time. Exhibited like this, wrapped in a straitjacket
on the fagade of the palace of power, it looks completely naked.
Attacked by the masses, it reveals its hidden truth. I see it as
the single most potent image of contemporary art made in the
last thirty years, the only real image this country has been able
to produce. In my opinion, it represents a step forward in the
development of contemporary art: a totally new image, present,
but at the same time a final image. Powerful, armored, produced
during the process of a show of force, it is an Armored Breath,"
a readymade object, a witness. The armored breath of Tirana in
May, 2019. The sultry breath of my fellow citizens.

11 Armando Lulaj, Armored Breath, 2019, available at DebatikCenter, https://
debatikcenter.net/strikes/armored_breath.
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Fig. 25. coNTROL by Armando Lulaj, 2018. Film. Color. Sound. 35
Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.

Fig. 26. ARMORED, by Armando Lulaj, 2019.

Site-specific installation. Armored structure signed by Armand Lulaj
in the upper part, on the left, on the very edge, 2019.

Production photo by Victor Strato.

Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.
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Fig. 27. coNTROL 11 by David Kampi, 2018.
Happening. Excerpt of a series of 60 photos.

Fig. 28. ARMORED, by Armando Lulaj, 2019.

Site-specific installation. Armored structure signed by Armando Lulaj
in the upper part, on the left, on the very edge, 2019.

Production photo by Victor Strato.

Courtesy of DebatikCenter of Contemporary Art.
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