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Peter’s File

Elisabetta Terragni

| have never seen Peter Wilson in Tirana, but | unconsciously followed his traces
in the city. His name popped up in many meetings, during endless walks, and in
late-night chats after jury duty. | finally dared ask: Peter who? The architect of
the colours? The man behind the project to transform poor, grey, worn-out
Tirana with cans of paint? Helping the city emerge from the devastating experi-
ence of forty years under Enver Hohxa's totalitarian regime? ‘The moment
when you feel the whole world is sliding away from under your feet’, as the
artist Anri Sala put it, leaves you in a gap, creates a rupture in time, and requires
new bearings.' But those bearings are difficult to find when, as Sala continued,
‘our sole compass was our intuition’. The ease with which colour could be
splashed over dreary facades brought the desired within reach, making an
instantaneous transformation palatable and putting a bit of firm ground
back under your feet. It is impossible to imagine other action with a similar
effect, not just on fagades but on the appearance of the city itself. Only after
such shock treatment could one go back and pick up the pieces of old and
connect them back together in memory. This is also one of Peter’s favourite
games to play.

Once we had met, he gave me very useful material, but he made a false step
by shooting back with his counter-espionage activities in the living room of the
National Museum of Secret Surveillance that | had put together.? Only in one of
its many rooms is the oppressive past present in minute details — in the furni-
ture, the refrigerator, and the propaganda leaflets. Here he outed himself and
gave me an idea (Fig. 1).

Being the architect of such a Museum made it possible for me to gain access
to classified files. | started a search. This article is the forensic reconstruction of
Peter’s clandestine multitasking activities in Tirana. If there is only one Peter in
Tirana, | reckoned, there must be a Peter’s File and we promptly found it (Fig. 2).

My task was particularly difficult because he is a master of hiding his archi-
tecture in plain sight. The larger the projects, the more difficult is the task,
but also the mere intriguing and challenging. Peter started well before, in Figure 1. (overleat, left)
Minster, where he had to build an entwe street to hide the Municipal Peter Wilson’s email on counter-
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you cannot find it. of the House of Leaves, the

National Museum of Secret
Early on, Peter discovered the DNA of Tirana, its "propensity for the urban Surveillance in Tirana, Albania,

complex fractal collage of bits to abserb everything into a unified urban soup 2019

of parasitical addition, the logic of self-informing systems’ (Fig. 3).% His idea )

of urbanism in Tirana springs from this attitude, but he s ever aware of the Figure 2. (overleaf, right)

city's history, its past and cumrent socal dynamic. In a aty like this, people Copy of Peter W. Dossier, with the

. ) = : = : appropriate title ‘Architect, cultural
will help you in any case, covenng and altenng what you do; basically, an agitator’, Tirana, 2003

The Bernard & Anne Spitzer School of
Architecture

The City College of New York

USA

eterragni@ccny.cuny.edu

{ 2021 RIBA Enterprises () G tr o 13602965 bimpmidiol org/10. 108013602365 2021.1947868




2172018

* Search results C

R

gl ey
[
.
o
-
o
-

B ]

- (= Woropl pirtren L ¥ e R, ! ponl 10 Al arss BOOK 1 1 NOw we Yty
w pae Tt tlcam enteact the by Sowieg Oeterpt J 3t ABIa® SEparens ¢
A, e ¥ - ~ o th # French Ambanwsaor v Ay v
i
. ’ But 8t 1hat tema we Aew It of the aremouty between Abaram 1o the Serbt The teat d
Tl )






760 | Peter's File

Elisabetta Terragni

M
o

":'-"Edﬁ \

S—

,Ill.-

o
"
[}

!

]
b

. -
-t
|;.

4 o e | S 7
S = Lal
T o

i

-

E o




The Journal

of Architecture
Volume 26
Number 5




Peter's File
Elisabetta Terragni

Figure 3. (overleaf, left)

Bolles + Wilson, details of the
Boulevard and the Centre of the
City for Tirana’s Masterplan
Competition, 2005

Figure 4. (overleaf, nght)
Parautcal addibons, alterations, and
creatwve use of energy in a typecal
comer of contemporary Trana

Figure 5. (above)

Details of the ‘Marnage of Air
Conditioners and Sateliite Dishes
on a facade in Tirana

entire population is helping Peter to hide his project

| have always had a strange feeling wandering about in Tirana. Sometimes |
start to see things, like well-made details, an intriguing pattern of colours or a
smart move in the mess of the place; like using white squares to disguise air
conditioners or satellite dishes that hang in random positions on every
facade in Tirana (Fig. 4), These solutions are familiar and alien at the same
time; familiar to a certain way of thinking, unusual in the chaotic urban
setting. Suddenly you pause at the corner between Rruga Ismail Quemali and
4 Shkurti, between present and past sites of power, the Hoxha Villa and the
Parliament, standing as warning signs that these hollow and distressed faces
of old communist buildings have been deformed by ‘our own freedom’, as
they say in Tirana after the collapse of the Regime. How can you blame
them? The entire population lived in a gigantic grey structure ‘with no
windows to the Western World, completely collectivized and entirely
opposed to individuals and to the expression of individuality in any form” *

There are moments in history in which to erase traces or to impose order is
equally wrong because they will bring back sinister memories. Peter was able
to sort out from his magic baggage of thoughts the perfect solution to the con-
undrum. The AC modules on this red facade are replicated all over with white
patches for future additions. This strategy makes the randomly positioned para-
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sitical boxes immediately possible and legitimate. You do not have a clue at Figure 6
which stage he entered into this civil and peaceful camouflaging game and ::E:S’e;m'x:;‘m‘" "
where he stopped, but he is certainly the one who celebrated ‘the Alchemical
Marriage of Air Conditioners with Satellite Dishes’.
Colours matter (Fig. 5). They opened a way to transform the ash grey city, but
also started an intense public conversation about possibilities, about words,
bringing fresh air from the outside and from within the country. Today some
of the colours are fading, but the optimistic Vector facade is still there with
the yellow signs pointing from left to right, and to the promise of a brighter
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Figure 7. future. This facade also registers a beautiful moment of hesitation in Peter's
vector Facade, detal 35 exequted, hand on the page of his sketchbook, a necessary, intimate imperfection in
photographed by Elisabetta : ! . :

Tesroge the tattoo on our skin that is now part of the public domain (Fig. 6).

Me jep ngjrat, Dammi | Coloni, is a 2003 sixteen-minute colour video projec-
tion with sound by the artist Anri Sala who travels through the city at night and
catches flashes of its new layers of life (Fig. 7). This video projection focuses on
the changes to Albania’s capital city, three years after a programme of urban
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transformation was initiated by the city’s then mayor and leader of the project
(Fig. 8), the painter Edi Rama, transforming Tirana from ‘a city where you are
doomed to live by fate into a city where you choose to live'.

When | tried to learn more, it turned out that photos of bland grey commu-
nist-era buildings had been faxed to the Bolles + Wilson office in Minster, The
architect then made hand-painted studies and sent them back to the client. In
Tirana, the images were re-scaled and used to decorate the surfaces of build-
ings with a thin layer of paint. Dammi | Colori dispersed Peter’s colours and
signs liberally over numerous buildings - not a limited intervention but a
running commentary on possible transformation. In the early years of the
aity's newly found liberty, Wilson raised the stakes by coaching.® Now the
game of hide and seek meant addressing the thicket of regulations with a
bundle of responses, as if a game of mikado allowed both sides to go on sub-
tracting obstacles until they reach agreement. The same pieces and the same
restrictions were still in place, but now they were movable. Although Peter
admits that it lasted only “a short while, as an alternative form of practice’, it
helped refresh memories of Bolles + Wilson's student days and raised doubts

Figure 8

Is the agent doing Peter’s job? Or is
he adding comments and
redactions?
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Figure 9.

Fagade studies for the Ratonalist
Apartment block, courtesy Peter
Wilson

Figure 10. (opposite)
Detail of the reclaimed brick tiles

about the role of conventional planning in a city like Tirana whose ‘complexity is
already coherent to those who live in it'. In an apartment building just off the
southern end of Tirana’s principal axis, the parts and pieces jostled together in
the aty turn up in a building that is entirely designed but does not look it.
Several parts, including the reused bricks and terracotta tiles, were waiting to
be adopted, while others add a whiff of newness. The whole amounts to an
instructive medley a la Tirana, as if the architects had requested not just
colori but also mattoni, not to mention a range of standard modern com-
ponents. You need to look twice to know what is what (Fig. 9).

| close my eyes and wonder what would have been the outcome of the urban
knitting proposal of 2003 had it been implemented? What might have been
built first, what would have to be changed? It does not matter, because time
is not the issue for Bolles + Wilson. Their patience and their resilience allow
the pieces of the puzzle to come together before or after they picked them
up. Modern Tirana started with a bang: Gherardo Bosio's piano regolatore of
1941 laid down, in the words of the writer Ismail Kadare, ‘a boulevard
without a city’. Much effort has been expended since on filling in the
massive voids with new construction while salvaging a handful of fragments
from earlier times. Perhaps Bolles + Wilson's interventions can be considered
acts of recreation that will gradually dampen the contrast between a dogmatic
view of the future and a liveable conglomerate of ad-hoc construction. Past and
future thus enter into a reverse correspondence (Fig. 10): tempering the excess
of planning and enriching the in-fill, they start from two extremes in order to
close in on the present, astonishingly without leaving a definite stamp; there
may yet be other Files to discover.
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