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Petrit Halilaj knows something about
how art can help pull children out of
the horror of war-but also the dan-

gers of them being used as a propagan-
da tool. As a 13-year-old refugee from the
conflict in Kosovo in 1999, his felt-tip pen
drawings of soldiers killing civilians were
singled out by then-UN secretary general
Kofi Annan as a powerful depiction of the
warʼs impact on young minds.

Halilaj, now 36, has since become a
successful artist and has revisited those
drawings with a radical show for Britainʼs
Tate and now at the kamel mennour
gallery in Paris-pulling his original pic-
tures apart and blowing up elements into
huge installations. In the process, he tried
to recall why he had ultimately refused to
hand over the drawing he had prepared
for Annan.

“At f irst, I  thought this was my
chance to stop the war. I was rushing to
complete a big drawing before he
arrived,” Halilaj told AFP with a laugh. It
was, he thinks, his grandfather who

cooled his excitement. “My grandfather
was almost annoyed by my enthusi-
asm-he couldnʼt deal with my joy in
drawing the picture. He told me
(Annanʼs visit) was just theatre.”

When Annan visited the camp in
Albania, accompanied by the worldʼs
media, and asked if he could take the
drawing to a major UN meeting, Halilaj
said no. “Maybe I was thinking about my
grandfatherʼs words,” said Halilaj. “But
maybe I just had a sense that this is my
drawing and I wanted to keep it!”

ʻAfraid of strangersʼ 
The teenage Halilaj made the draw-

ings under the supervision of an Italian
child psychologist who was volunteering
in the camp. His experiences have obvi-
ous relevance as millions of children are
again forced to flee a brutal European
war, this time in Ukraine.

“In war, you learn to be afraid of
strangers and the other. Only once I was
in the camp did I learn to start connecting

to strangers again and having art was so
important as a way to express ad share,”
he told AFP. But his new show empha-
sizes the importance of being guided by a
psychological expert.

Its co-curator, Amy Zion, said she was
concerned to see pictures by Ukrainian
children being used to depict the war in
newspapers recently. “It worried me that it
could so easily become a journalistic

trope,” she told AFP. “Petrit had a psy-
chologist trained in working in traumatic
situations who really understood how to
present the situation as therapy first and
foremost, and not something to be instru-
mentalized.”

ʻComing outʼ 
That is perhaps why many of the

drawings did not feature violence, but
rather peaceful scenes of nature and
animals. In revisiting them, Halilaj was
fascinated to rediscover elements that
suggested other issues stirring in his
young mind. He highlights the huge col-
orful peacock that now dominates the
exhibition space in Paris. “Clearly, this
was also me coming out in silence as a
queer teenager. When I see the colors, I
think: this is a pride march!” he said,
laughing. “I had more going on inside
than just the war.”— AFP 

War-stricken
pets await 
new life at 
Kyiv shelter
Ukrainian vet Nataliya Mazur cradles

Murzik, a big green-eyed tabby, in
her arms at a makeshift animal

rescue shelter in Kyiv. The three-year-old
cat comes from Bucha, a suburb of the
Ukrainian capital now synonymous with
alleged Russian war crimes since
Moscow launched its invasion of Ukraine
nearly four months ago. “His owner in
Bucha survived shelling and the occupa-
tion,” Mazur explains. “But eventually she
died. She couldnʼt endure the situation.”
Murzikʼs fate is shared by animals across
the country, who have suffered alongside
humans since Russia invaded on
February 24 despite great lengths to
save them.

Footage of Ukrainian civilians evacuat-
ing their devastated homes with their
beloved dogs and cats in their arms went
viral at the start of the conflict. But like
people who stayed behind, animals have
been killed or wounded by Russian
shelling. Many have lost their homes or
owners. Other pets have been lucky.
Rescued by civilians or soldiers and
brought to shelters like Mazurʼs to be fed
and cared for, they have a chance of a
new life and potentially new owners.

New homes 
Since Mazur set up her temporary

shelter at the end of March in southern
Kyiv, 132 animals from the region around
the capital and the east-the current epi-
center of the fighting-have lived here.
Ninety-seven of them have already found
new owners, a sign perhaps of the
human need for positivity and kindness to
offset the bleakness of war. There are

currently 19 dogs and nine cats in the
sanctuary, some jumping about and bark-
ing, others curled up in their enclosures.

A dark dog lies peacefully on a rug.
The paper card attached to his wooden
door says his name is Kai. He is seven
and he arrived on April 19 from
Borodianka-a northwest suburb of Kyiv

where Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky accused the Russians of atroci-
ties “much more horrific” even than
Bucha. Kai has been de-flead and has a
good appetite.

Need for care 
“When the war began, the number of

homeless pets shot up,” says Mazur, who
also heads Kyivʼs animal hospital. “We
set up this shelter with the help of the

Kyiv authorities and volunteers, to look
after pets and help find them new fami-
lies.” It is housed in one of the pavilions
of a open-air exhibition centre. Volunteers
come and go, inspecting the animals,
feeding them and taking them for walks
around the grassy grounds.

“If the pet has lost its owner and

remained in a place where thereʼs fighting
and explosions, then first of all it needs
socialization,” Mazur explains. “Theyʼre
used to being with humans, so they need
tenderness and care. They need some-
one to sit and talk to them.” Animals have
also helped the war effort, some famous
in Ukraine for their unusual abilities.

ʻLove animalsʼ 
A Jack Russell called Patron rose to

nationwide renown for helping sappers
demine areas recaptured from Russian
forces. Patron, who has more than
290,000 followers on Instagram, received
a medal for Dedicated Service from
Zelensky in May and was awarded a spe-
cial prize at the Cannes Film Festival the
same month.

In the Kyiv shelter, volunteers shower
the animals with affection. “My wife and I
love animals very much,” Dmytro Popov
tells AFP, after walking a small dog with a
fluffy tail across the park.

“We want a dog, but weʼre not allowed
to have one in our rented apartment. So,
we decided to come here and help as
much as we can,” the 28-year-old
botanist smiles. Earlier in the day, anoth-
er two dogs were picked up by their new

owners. “Iʼve been friends with dogs
since I was a child,” 31-year-old volunteer
Yuriy Manko says. “I donʼt know what will
happen tomorrow, but I want to keep
coming here.”— AFP
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