
COLLECTIVE MEMORY OF 
THE (FORMER) “HIVZI SULEJMANI” LIBRARY



In 2021, it was decided that the Hivzi Sulejmani Library in Pr-
ishtina would be rehabilitated to become one of Manifesta 14’s 
headquarters. We believe that the restoration process goes be-
yond the refurbishment of buildings, it brings up histories and 
draws attention to the relationship between space and memory.

What do we choose to keep, to restore, to rehabilitate and to remember, 
and what do we decide to eliminate? Fixing the material past of a building 
entails dealing with the immaterial past — society, culture, values and 
memories. It is an interpretative and participatory process of looking into 
the past in order to reveal narratives of belonging that do not embody any 
single history, memory or identity, but that are cumulative and negotiable.

Archival documentation on the history of the library was extremely 
limited, so we decided to approach the rehabilitation of the space 
by activating social processes such as engaging with its collective 
memory. Foundation Shtatëmbëdhjetë was invited to help us in (re)
building this knowledge by exploring the di!erent stories and rec-
ollections of people who worked in the institution throughout the 
years, members of the library, its visitors and the citizens of Prishtina.

This publication, which playfully references the Hivzi Sulejmani Library’s 
old membership cards, is a result of the aforementioned research con-
ducted in 2021. It has served as not only a departure point for future ac-
tivities as part of Manifesta 14’s Education and Community programme in 
the library’s former reading room, but also to contextualize a permanent 
interdisciplinary space that will be called Centre for Narrative Practice.

For this collaboration, we would like to thank: Foundation Shtatëm-
bëdhjetë; the research team comprised of Bleona Kurteshi, 
Egzona Hajrullahu, Goneta Ademaj, Idila Ibrahimi, Trina Hoti, 
Ridona Berisha and Lirika Demiri; the research mentors, 
Linda Gusia and Nita Luci; and the report’s author, Sihana Klisurica.
 

Manifesta 14 Education and Mediation team
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6 INTRODUCTION

The building known as the for-
mer Hivzi Sulejmani Library 
— an institution in itself — has 
not only educational and cul-
tural value but also cultural 
heritage value. As a library, it 
was a space that enabled many 
generations to access various 
kinds of literature on their jour-
neys of personal development. 
In architectural terms it is nota-
ble for its style and age. It was 
built in the 1930s as a residen-
tial building with Austro- Hun-
garian architectural influenc-
es. Despite various periods of 
architectural development and 
devastation as a result of wars, 
the building survived. 

Analysing its nearly centu-
ry-old existence helps us to 
more clearly understand the 
role of political, social and cul-
tural changes. This overview 
aims to highlight di!erent per-
spectives, starting with a brief 
history of the building’s func-
tions, including the period of 
its establishment as a library, 
the institution’s glory days, its 
challenges and activities. 

A considerable part of the re-
port is based on interviews 
that contribute to the collec-
tive memory of the library, and 
on archival material and doc-
uments collected during four 
months of research in 2021.

To help us to understand more 
complex aspects, social inter-
actions and even cultural phe-
nomena, this research explores 
how and why certain things 
have happened by interpret-
ing activities and describing 
di!erent endeavours.
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In order to collect information 
on emotions, behaviours, un-
derstandings and individual 
experiences concerning the 
former Hivzi Sulejmani Library 
building, a qualitative research 
method was used. Interviews 
were conducted with individuals 
who worked at the library or fre-
quented it during various stag-
es of their lives. To establish a 
broader picture of the condition 
of the building and the common 
memories that build the general 
narrative of it, over 40 oral in-
terviews were conducted, while 
state and personal archives 
were explored for supporting 
materials. Six research interns 
were involved in the research 
and were in charge of interviews 
with neighbourhood residents, 
people who were employed at 
the library and those who are 
still active there. The sample of 
over 40 interviews with people 
of di!erent ages, ranging from 
20 to 65+, provides a general 
impression of the function of 
the institution over the years 
and documents the collective 
memory surrounding it. 

Books, reports, cards, maga-
zines, photographs and other 
materials were discovered, 
which also served as grounds 
for this report.© Manifesta 14 Prishtina / Atdhe Mulla
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Although there is no document 
proving the year the former 
Hivzi Sulejmani Library building 
was constructed, based on the 
inscription on the front façade, 
it is believed that it was built 
in 1930. According to a mono-
graph by Sylejman Pireva, the 
director of the library between 
1999 and 2008, “the building 
was the property of a Jewish 
merchant by the name of Jovo 
(Jovan Milić)”1, and it was con-
fiscated after World War II. In 
1945, the building was allocat-
ed to the Regional Committee 
of the Communist Party, which 
remained there until 1947 when 
it was turned into a library. It 
remained as a library until 2016. 
The library was relocated to this 
building two years after its es-
tablishment, however there is 
no available information on its 
previous location.

Over the years, the library had 
di!erent names, starting o! as 
the Miladin Popović People’s 
Library — a name it kept until 
1993² — before becoming the 
Biblioteka Grada (City Library).

It subsequently changed 
names frequently, becoming 
the Hivzi Sulejmani City Li-
brary, Hivzi Sulejmani Region-
al Library and Hivzi Sulejmani 
Inter-municipal Library3. The 
institution is now called the 
Hivzi Sulejmani Library.

Four historical periods define 
the work of the Hivzi Sulejmani 
Library. During the first period, 
between 1947 and 1977, the aim 
was to consolidate the library 
into an institution. Over the first 
decade, it had very few employ-
ees, all underqualified for their 
positions. In 1956, there were 
12 employees: seven Serbs, one 
Albanian, one Turk, two Roma 
and one foreigner. While the 
library had 1,300 books when it 
was founded, by the mid 1960s, 
it housed nearly 60,000, with 
more than two-thirds of them 
in Serbo-Croatian. In 1971, it 
had around 5,000 members of 
di!erent ethnicities, including 
Serbs, Albanians, Montene-
grins and Turks.

1  Sylejman Pireva, “The Hivzi Sulejmani Public Library (1945-2010)”. p.20. 
² https://www.biblioteka-pr.org/sq/Historiku
3 ibid.  
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In 1975, the library had 35 
branches all over Kosovo. It 
also had a mobile book collec-
tion that would travel to di!er-
ent locations and institutions, 
including rural areas, schools, 
hospitals and factories with a 
large number of employees.

The second period, from 1977 
to 1992, is considered to be 
the time when the library un-
derwent its most rapid devel-
opment. During those years, an 
increasing number of Albanians 
joined the library’s sta!, and 
in 1977 the position of direc-
tor was given to an Albanian, 
Zekie Kada, !or the first time. 
She held the position until 1992. 
The first director was been Mil-
ka Stefanović, who was in post 
between 1953 and 1959, and 
she was followed by Radoslav-
ka Gigić, who held the position 
from 1959 to 1977. Both were of 
Serb nationality.

With levels of education low 
in Kosovo after World War II, 
the area’s subsequent develop-
ment was accompanied by a 
noticeable increase in popula-
tion and an increase in literacy. 
This growth and development 
reached its peak in the 1970s.
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Meanwhile, “between the first 
post-WWII census, in 1948, 
and the last one conducted as 
the Socialist Federal Repub-
lic of Yugoslavia, in 1981, the 
number of inhabitants in Pr-
ishtina increased from 19,631 
to 108,083”⁴. Such an increase 
necessitated more space for 
readers. The reading room, 
which was built later on the 
same site as the library, had 
an approximate capacity of 50 
seats and was also where the 
library’s collection of scientific 
books was located. During this 
period, the library managed 
to increase its inventory with 
various titles, adding not just 
children’s books to its collec-
tion but also world literature, 
novels and scientific books in 
Albanian, Serbian and English.

The third period, between 
1992 and 1999, was defined by 
broader political developments 
in Kosovo. After the abolition 
of Kosovo’s autonomy in 1989, 
Kosovo’s occupation by Serbian 
forces followed, accompanied 
by repressive measures towards 
Albanian citizens. The dismiss-
al of Albanians from their jobs 
and the other ethnically-based 
measures of oppression that 
culminated in the 1998-99 war, 
also left their mark on the li-
brary. The number of books, 
especially those in Albanian, 
was reduced significantly, and 
relations between members of 
the library’s sta! were tense. 
The library’s inventory su!ered 
great losses during this period 
as a considerable number of 
books in Albanian were placed 
“in processing” and sent to the 
paper factory in Lipjan after a 
committee was formed to re-
vise books that were considered 
contrary to Serbian policy, while 
the library’s 28 branches out-
side of Prishtina were closed.

4 Arbër Sadiki, “Architecture of Public Buildings in Prishtina 1945-1990: Social and Formative Factors”. 
p.22.

12 A BRIEF HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

The fourth period spanned the 
years between 1999 and 2016. 
Immediately after the last war, 
the library resumed its activi-
ties by opening new branches, 
expanding its book collections 
and renovating its spaces. In 
1999, the library was named 
“Hivzi Sulejmani” in honour of 
the well- known writer who had 
gifted his property in the Taslix-
he neighbourhood to the Mu-
nicipality of Prishtina in order to 
open a children’s library there. 
Sulejmani’s bust was erected 
in the library yard in Tophane in 
2000. The previous year, Syle-
jman Pireva had been elected 
head of the library and during 
his eight years managing the in-
stitution he would create many 
programmes and cooperations 
with other libraries. In 2008, the 
position of director was taken 
up by Munish Hyseni, who still 
holds the position.

The Hivzi Sulejmani Library’s 
former building was included 
in the List of Cultural Heritage 
Under Temporary Protection in 
2011, and it has been abandoned 
since 2016. On August 23, 2016, 
a new facility was inaugurated 
in the Dardania neighbourhood, 
where the institution still op-
erates today. It left behind the 
92-year-old facility with many 
promises and unfulfilled plans 
for repurposing.
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A broad look at the library’s 
names over the years allows us 
to understand which strata of 
society was favoured , depend-
ing on the social circumstances 
of the time. Upon opening, the 
library first assumed the name 
of Miladin Popović (1910-1945), 
a Yugoslav partisan. Popović 
was a political secretary in the 
Communist Party of Yugosla-
via’s Regional Committee for 
Kosovo and an organiser of 
the Communist Party of Alba-
nia. He was assassinated in 
his o)ce in the building that 
would later become the library 
from 1947 to 2016. While it was 
named after Popović, books 
were predominantly in Serbian 
and there was a higher number 
of Serbian readers.

In 1999, after the war in Kosovo, 
when Albanians took over the 
management of institutions, the 
library was named after Hivzi 
Sulejmani (1910-1975). He was 
a renowned Albanian writer 
and was considered to be the 
author who laid the founda-
tions of Albanian prose liter-
ature. Sulejmani aligned with 
the leftist literary and political 
movement. It is notable that the 
library’s developments in the 
2000s were similar to those of 
the 1990s. While in the 1990s 
books in Albanian were banned 
or burnt, during the 2000s the 
same thing happened to books 
in Serbian. Evidence of this 
comes in the form of the many 
publications in the Serbian lan-
guage that were discarded or 
left behind during the process 
of relocating the library in 2016, 
when publications dating from 
the 1800s onwards were found 
in the building behind the main 
library. In the course of relocat-
ing the inventory, sta! had left 
behind old and historical titles.© Manifesta 14 Prishtina | Atdhe Mulla
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In some sections of society, 
both the figure of Miladin Popo-
vić and that of Hivzi Sulejmani 
have given rise to debate, which 
continues to this day. Some con-
sider Popović a hero and others 
consider him a traitor. Sulejmani 
is highly regarded for his con-
tribution to literature, but not 
to politics, as in the 1940s he 
was appointed president of the 
district court in Prizren and he 
would later become a public 
prosecutor in Kosovo. In Jan-
uary 2021, the Municipality of 
Prishtina discussed an o)cial 
request by an independent As-
sembly member, Rifat Deri, to 
change the name of the library. 

In an interview given to the 
newspaper Koha Ditore, Deri, 
among other things, said that 
Hivzi Sulejmani did not deserve 
to have the library named after 
him on the grounds that “he 
was involved in processes that 
led to the killing of Albanians”. 
“At the time when the military 
occupation took place and at 
the time when the military cur-
few entered into force, he was 
named as a judge in the court 
in Prizren, where he sentenced 
many Albanians to be shot and 
severe imprisonments, just be-
cause they did not belong to 
the communist ideology of that 
time”,5 Deri’s request to rename 
the library was not approved.

5 hhttps://www.koha.net/kulture/253970/nisma-per-heqjen-e-emrit-te-hivzi-Sulejmanit-nga-biblioteka-
ndan- letraret/© Manifesta 14 Prishtina | Atdhe Mulla
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“Nostalgia” is the first word 
that almost all interviewees 
use to describe the former Hivzi 
Sulejmani Library building. “A 
comfortable job”, “satisfacto-
ry” and “fulfilling” are some of 
the other descriptions. Some of 
the strongest memories focus 
on the closeness between sta! 
members, the books and the va-
riety of titles, as well as the re-
lationship with the readers. Yet 
there was also criticism. The 
aged facility and poor working 
conditions left many dreaming 
of a di!erent environment for 
the institution. The 92-year-old 
building, together with its read-
ing room that was built much 
later, did not provide adequate 
conditions to accommodate 
readers and activities, espe-
cially in the post-war period in 
Kosovo. The large, lush garden 
was an escape from the reading 
rooms, which were described 
as dark. Despite all this, the fact 
that sta! voluntarily engaged 
in maintenance by bringing in 
and planting flowers shows the 
familiarity and comfort they en-
joyed in their workplace.

In August 2016, the Hivzi Sule-
jmani Library was relocated to a 
new building, and Fatime Meh-
metaj recounts that she and 
her colleagues often reminisce 
about the old days.

“Yes, very often with my col-
leagues, especially those who 
were there earlier. They mention 
it more often, but I do too. Not 
the fact that the working condi-
tions were unsuitable, but that it 
was near the centre, had good 
access from all the surround-
ing schools, and it had a great 
garden where we used to have 
co!ee together”, she said.6

6 Interview with Fatime Mehmetaj, library secretary.

18 COLLECTIVE MEMORY

The meetings in the garden 
were not just for drinking co!ee. 
The institution’s workers con-
sidered it a second home. Each 
spring, they would bring di!er-
ent plants and flowers that they 
would plant in the garden. This 
collective activity strengthened 
their emotional bond with their 
workplace even more. Although 
each one of the workers sought 
a new building, they consider
the old building to have had 
significant importance. When 
the librarians’ connections 
with readers are mentioned 
throughout the research, it is 
evident that they took on an 
almost teacher-like role, ask-
ing pupils if they had read the 
book they had received, what 
it was about or which part they 
had liked best. It was a kind of 
closeness that they say they no 
longer have with the readers.

“It was a modest building with 
somewhere between 42 and 
44 seats, warm and quiet with 
greenery, average conditions 
much like the conditions in 
Kosovo generally. I always felt 
it to be my second home, as I 
called it and as I still remember 
it. I was very attached to that 
place. I miss it, and it seems to 
me that one of the most unfair 
things that has been done by 
the Municipality of Prishtina is 
the closure — either temporar-
ily or permanently, I don’t know 
— of that space”, said librarian 
Bujar Verbovci.7

The building’s location, near the 
centre of Prishtina, provided 
better access for primary and 
high school pupils compared to 
the new building, which is visit-
ed more by students. For Vjollca 
Tuli, the previous building had 
great importance, amongst 
other reasons, because it was 
a “meeting point” for readers.

7  Interview with Bujar Verbovci, librarian.
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“The frequency of readers was 
very high, which I cannot say for 
nowadays, since we are sort of 
isolated with only a few schools 
around here. Whereas in the old 
library we were in the centre of 
the city, which meant that all 
the neighbourhoods had ac-
cess — [people] from Vranjevc, 
from Arbëria, from Mati 1, from 
Ulpiana, Dardania — so it was a 
much more convenient meeting 
point there. Now, from Vranjevc, 
a child must change two buses 
to reach us, therefore we don’t 
like the fact that we’re further 
away from the reader. But still, 
those who want to read, read 
and visit”, she said.8

The same nostalgia is noticed in 
those who read their first books 
or participated in their first ex-
tracurricular activity at the li-
brary, as well as in the students 
who spent hours there prepar-
ing for their exams. In order to 
clearly understand the impres-
sions of all readers through dif-
ferent periods, people of other 
ethnicities should have been 
included, especially Serbs.

However, since it was not fea-
sible to contact them due to 
their departure from Kosovo, 
the focus remains on Albanian 
employees and readers.

Based on the information un-
covered and reports that were 
preserved, we understand that 
the library underwent its great-
est development from the sec-
ond half of the 1970s onwards, 
with a gap in the 1990s, only 
to boldly return in the 2000s. 
During the latter period, the li-
brary sta!, back then managed 
by Sylejman Pireva, had to put 
a lot of dedicated e!ort into 
transforming the space into one 
that was suitable for readers, 
since it had su!ered significant 
damage during the war. Firstly,
there was a shortage of liter-
ature because a considerable 
number of books had been burnt 
or moved during the repressive 
measures imposed by the Ser-
bian regime, and secondly, the 
age of the building meant it was 
in need of renovation.

8 Interview with Vjollca Tuli, librarian.
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“Yes, I always remember it as 
a rather small space, with that 
distinctive yellow on the surface.
The stairs were old too; they 
would creak while going upstairs 
to the librarian. It was pretty old, 
yet it had this internal warmth, 
which I don’t think is the same 
in the new building in Dardania.
Maybe I had just been used to 
it since childhood, and now it 
doesn’t feel the same; even 
though the architecture is 
much better and now anyone 
who visits is more comfortable. 
The chairs are much better for 
reading”, said student Elsa Hoti.9

However, the nostalgia for the 
old building has other reasons 
too. Even though the conditions
might not have been as good 
as people wanted, the library 
often surprised the readers. 
Sociologist Arta Sejdiu, who 
often visited the library during 
her studies, thought she would 
end up only finding old publi-
cations. 

“I was doing research on hu-
man rights, and I remember I 
found this handbook there on 
human rights that I couldn’t find 
anywhere else, and it ended up 
helping me a lot. I was quite 
surprised because the library 
usually only had old titles.”10

9 Interview with Elsa Hoti, student.
10 Interview with Arta Sejdiu, sociologist.
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There were a number of func-
tioning areas within the library: 
the research and development 
section, book acquisition and 
the processing area, the adult 
section, childrens’ section, 
reading and periodicals sec-
tion and areas for heritage, fi-
nance and administration. The 
library also had 11 branches: the 
library in the Palace of Youth 
and Sport, the Përkujtimore 
(Memorial) Library, the Përral-
lat (Fairy Tales) Library, Lektyra 
(Children’s Books) Library, and 
the libraries in Bardhosh, Llukar, 
Hajvalia, Slivovë, Keqekollë, Ko-
liq and Kishnica.

The well-known Kosovar poet 
Ervina Halili is one of the pas-
sionate readers who regularly 
visited the library. As a pupil, 
she started going to the library 
at the age of 7 with her moth-
er, who motivated her to read 
more books. Her parents set her 
the task of reading two books a 
week, and books have always 
been her passion. 

Aside from it being a loving 
and inspirational place, she re-
members her first moment of 
independence as a child being 
related to the library.

“I remember that first trip I took 
[unaccompanied] from home to 
the library. The first time I went 
anywhere alone was the way 
from home to the library. It was 
winter and I was aware of my 
first feeling of independence, be-
cause I told my mother that this 
time I wanted to go to the library 
on my own. I lived near the City 
Park back then, and my mother 
said, ‘No, because there’s snow, 
and you don’t know the way,’ and 
I told her, ‘I’ll go via the main 
road, by Slovenia Sports, and to 
the library”, Halili said.11

11 Interview with Ervina Halili, poet.Newspaper Bujku | February 1991 | Page 13
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The road to the library did not 
only give Halili her much-want-
ed independence, but also the
encouragement to write. In 1997, 
she would go on to publish her 
first poem in the daily Rilindja 
newspaper, a poem related to 
the protests of that same year 
that would later be published in
other countries as well.

“Of course, my inspiration back 
then was the Hivzi Sulejmani Li-
brary, because for me it was the 
first institution related to books. 
And immediately after the war I
published this book... not a 
book, but poetry. After I pub-
lished it ... I started to write in-
tensively, and of course, I still 
went to the library, to the chil-
dren’s section for a while, and 
then I registered with the adults’ 
section. To register there, I pub-
lished my first book in 2004. I 
was in high school and I had 
started to join a sort of circle 
of young writers”, she said.12

To join the library, every young-
ster first had to register as a 
member through a form, and 
then obtain a card for each book 
they borrowed. This registration 
method, according to Selvete 
Shala, had a modest fee.

“The fee was minimal, it didn’t 
even cover the cost of the paper 
form, let alone other things. It 
was 2 euros, the fee for children 
was 2 or 3 euros, and 5 for adults, 
paid annually. So, it was mod-
est, very modest, just to be clear. 
And most readers had no fee, 
meaning those who were unable 
to pay or people in other cate-
gories, similarly to now, such as 
those receiving social assistance 
and others”, she said.13

12 Interview with Ervina Halili, poet.
13 Interview with Selvete Shala, library secretary.
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Even though it is hidden in a 
side street in Prishtina’s To-
phane neighbourhood, the for-
mer library building remains in 
everyone’s memory as a meet-
ing point for readers and book 
lovers. For neighbourhood resi-
dents, it had extra meaning — it 
was a landmark. The children 
of the neighbourhood, in addi-
tion to being brought up close 
to the library, were treated dif-
ferently. Many readers remem-
ber the long queues of pupils 
waiting to enter to read or pick 
up their favourite books, al-
ways aware of the deadlines for 
registration and membership 
cards. The acclaimed Kosovar 
film director, Lendita Zeqiraj, is 
one of those who was lucky to 
live near to the library.

“The process included one 
document, I believe, an ID card 
that said you’re a resident of the 
neighbourhood, and when you 
got that the registration contin-
ued as usual. On the first floor, I
think, and later on the second 
floor, there were shelves of 
books for specific age groups 
on the left-hand side. The age 
groups were well structured, it 
was nice, the librarians too. I 
don’t remember their names, 
but I know they looked like 
librarians from my time, so 
pre-war, with their age and 
style and a manner that would 
get things done with very few 
words, with all those children 
spread through small reading 
rooms, since there were small 
ones too”, she said.14

14 Interview with Lendita Zeqiraj, neighbourhood resident.
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A book could be kept for two 
weeks, and then it had to be 
returned to the library, always 
carefully guarded against dam-
age. When children returned 
their books, the librarians 
would ask for a short summary 
of their impressions. This was 
perceived as a way to encour-
age the readers to read more 
and to enhance the children’s 
understanding of what they had 
read. The librarians often pro-
posed various titles that they 
deemed understanding of what 
they had read. The Hivzi Sulejmani Library was 

not a meeting point and land-
mark only for the surrounding 
residents, but for all the pu-
pils and students who used its 
reading rooms and literature, 
depending on the period and 
its political and social circum-
stances. The location of the 
building can also be seen as 
a good strategic point since it 
is in the middle of a number of 
Prishtina’s neighbourhoods that 
have residents of di!erent eth-
nicities. The library served all 
communities in the neighbour-
hood and its surroundings, so it 
had a multi-ethnic dimension. 
In addition to the literature in 
di!erent languages, other ac-
tivities also brought di!erent 
ethnicities together.Newspaper Rilindja | January 1996 | Page 8
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At the beginning of the 2000s, 
the new leadership began to 
work on compiling new pro-
grammes that would comple-
ment the library’s services for 
readers. During this period, the 
institution created a wide range 
of learning and recreational ac-
tivities. They included organ-
ising writers’ competitions, 
establishing the Youth Literary 
Club and publishing books writ-
ten by its members, publishing 
the “Oaza” literary magazine, 
and cooperating with the Agim 
Deva Carnival of Children’s 
Writers for International Chil-
dren’s Book Day. Notably, the 
library venue was also used for 
other cultural activities, such 
as dancing. Members of the 
Turkish community used it for 
exercise through the “Kërqeku” 
ensemble, mostly through tra-
ditional dance.

Former librarian Liljana Lokaj 
talks about how the library had 
multiple activities for certain 
events.

“Book Day — especially April 2, 
International Children’s Book 
Day, which started in 2002 — an 
activity for this day still goes on. 
This is International Children’s 
Book Day, and the whole world 
celebrates it. So, there is a mes-
sage from a specific country 
that you should read around the 
whole world on that day. Then, 
at the library, we organised 
other activities and announced 
essay competitions. We distrib-
uted the news about this com-
petition around schools, and 
the three best pieces by those 
pupils were announced. Other 
festive days that we had, for 
example, were Teachers’ Day 
— March 7, March 8 — November 
28; we had these festive days. 
We worked with kids; we didn’t 
just give books away, like in a 
shop, where you buy your stu! 
and leave, no. When I worked 
there, 23 years I worked at 
the library in Hivzi Sulejmani’s 
house, I opened the library. 

ACTIVITIES

Two incredible halls. First, the 
Fairy Tales Library started its 
work with pre-schoolers, there 
weren’t any [libraries] in schools. 
I will never forget that period. 
We had 70 kids, two full rooms, 
there were di!erent activities 
each day”, she said.15

There were also art exhibitions, 
rooms with computers and in-
ternet were created that were 
available to readers, and coop-
erations were established with 
libraries in Zarë (Croatia), Durrës 
(Albania) and Presheva (Serbia). 
One other important activity 
carried out by the library was 
awarding a prize for “Reader 
of the Year”, which went to the 
most active reader. There were 
multiple meetings organised 
with new readers too, includ-
ing links with primary and high 
schools. In order to increase the 
capacities of sta! members, the 
library also organised profes-
sional training sessions.

“We had traditional and annu-
al activities, for example an-
nouncing the ‘Reader of the 
Year’, which was annual. It was 
very beautiful, a very nice event 
where everyone was engaged. 
We invited all the media and 
other subordinate and relevant 
institutions and organisations 
— we invited all of them, and 
they all participated”, Selvete 
Shala said.16

All these activities helped to 
shape many young pupils, espe-
cially in literature. Besides o!er-
ing books, through its activities, 
the library became an essential 
part of those who wanted to 
create more. Undoubtedly, one 
of the most significant activi-
ties was publishing the “Oaza” 
literary magazine, which con-
tributed to showcasing many 
new writers who continue their 
literary work today.

15 Interview with Liljana Lokaj, former librarian. 
16 Interview with Selvete Shala, library secretary.
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In post-war Kosovo, especially in 
the first few years of state-build-
ing and social, economic and 
political recovery, each process 
was hard. However, there was 
a desire to build stability, as 
though everything was start-
ing from scratch. And in many 
instances, this was, in fact, the 
case. For years, repressive sys-
tems had dictated the methods 
and forms of thinking, as well 
as the approach towards vari-
ous issues, while violating and 
endangering even the flow of 
writing and other forms of cre-
ation. If we take, for example, 
literature as a form of creation, 
then it is clear that even expres-
sive forms belonged to the mo-
mentum of that period and the 
relevant issues of the time, and 
it can therefore be considered to 
be “committed literature”.

The “Oaza” (Oasis) literary 
magazine aimed to be a space 
that could make another form 
of expression possible, as a 
form of self-liberation. 

At least, that was the call 
shared by the magazine’s ed-
itors. “Now, the period of ‘nor-
mality’ should begin, where it 
needs to be understood that 
literature has done its job in 
creating national identity, na-
tional history and leading the 
liberation wars, and literature 
should be given back to the 
art of writing”, read one of the 
magazine’s editorials in 2008.17

The magazine’s founding was 
preceded by an important ac-
tivity for the library. In April 
2003, a Youth Literary Club 
was founded which gathered 
approximately 40 members. 
After three months of meetings 
and work, the library managed 
to publish its first poetry col-
lection, To Hear Life, which was 
also the first published work in 
the institution’s history. This 
publication was followed by 
eight further books of poetry, 
prose and journalism. However, 
one of the Youth Literary Club’s
biggest achievements was the 
publication of its first literary 
magazine, “Oaza”, which was 
launched in 2004, a year after 
the club’s founding.

17 Gëzim Aliu, “Oaza” literary magazine, June 2008. p.6.
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As was the custom, calls were 
published in the daily papers, 
initially for poetry, storytelling 
and essays/criticism, and lat-
er also for plays. To select the 
winners, the club organised a 
jury with famous writers, while 
applicants were required to de-
liver their entries with reference 
numbers instead of names.

The writer and scholar of liter-
ature Gëzim Aliu explains the 
application procedures back 
when he participated in 2005.

“As with the application an-
nouncement, the winners were 
also announced in the newspa-
per. I got the newspaper late, and 
I saw that the first prize had gone 
to the story ‘Kokrra e zezë’ [The 
Black Grain], reference number 
77, and the author was asked to 
present themselves. And I was 
late in going there. The first time 
that I went to the city’s library 
was because I’d won the first 
prize, and that building seemed 
very interesting to me because 
it’s a little hidden between so-
cialist buildings”, he said.18

Aliu’s “Kokrra e zezë” story was 
the beginning of his new novel, 
“Në klubin e të shëmtuarve” (In
the Uglies Club), which was 
published in 2009, the same 
year he won the award for 
Kosovo’s ‘Novel of the Year’. 
He later became the literary 
magazine’s editor and became 
involved with the Youth Literary 
Club, which was later renamed 
“Klubi Letrar Prishtina” (“Liter-
ary Club Prishtina”). Despite its 
name, the club was not limited 
to Prishtina residents alone. It 
had members from di!erent ar-
eas of Kosovo and students who 
had moved to Prishtina to study.

18 Interview with Gëzim Aliu, writer.
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Well-known contemporary 
writers and poets Ag Apollo-
ni, Ervina Halili and Adil Olluri 
were all members of the club 
and also published their work 
in the magazine. The club en-
couraged many young writers 
to continue their work, poetry 
and criticism, if only for the fact 
that they were published in the 
magazine. For other reasons 
too, the club had significant 
importance for some. Since 
these were the first years of the 
post-war period, it was natural 
that the work environment was 
somewhat unusual.

For Olluri, the club and its mag-
azine were a shelter. 

“At that time, it was common 
to ask, ‘Are you displaced? 
Are you missing someone?’ 
The environment was like that, 
you know, still anxious about 
what was happening, and at 
that time to find a place like 
‘Oaza’, it was also like an oa-
sis of calmness. Like an oasis 
where you go, read and only 
think about literature, culture 
and such things. Because it 
had a very good psychological 
influence on young people.”19

Over the course of five years, 
“Oaza” published two maga-
zines a year and announced 
winners during “Library Week”, 
organised by the Pjetër Bog-
dani Kosovo National Library. 
In 2008, it was proposed that 
in the upcoming years the win-
ners would be announced on 
April 23, World Book Day. But 
it was to prove to be the mag-
azine’s final year. 

19 Interview with Adil Ollurin, writer.
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The library’s change in leader-
ship that year contributed to 
its dissolution, along with the 
economic situation and limit-
ed availability of support for 
the publication. In the opening 
sentence of the magazine’s fifth 
issue, Pireva wrote:

“We are sorry, but due to the 
library’s lack of financial re-
sources, and an absence of 
support from governmental in-
stitutions, we could not publish 
more than two issues a year and 
we could never pay the authors 
any honoraria, which would 
have helped motivate them to 
engage further towards a better 
quality of the magazine.”20

Regardless of the reasons be-
hind the end of the magazine, 
it remains a resource that doc-
uments a new form of literary 
expression, and a bridge for 
many writers and poets who 
are well-known names within 
Kosovo’s literary scene.

There is no doubt, as journal-
ist Imer Topanica puts it, that 
“the fact a whole generation of 
writers, poets and critics have 
been promoted through this 
magazine, explains its weight 
and importance.”21

20 Sylejman Pireva, “Oaza” literary magazine, April 2008. p.73. 
21 Interview with Imer Topanica, journalist.
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Following a project that started 
in 2011, and that was postponed 
and delayed many times — first
during construction and then 
during the process of purchasing 
inventory — a new building with 
30 acres of space now houses 
the Hivzi Sulejmani Library, the 
largest in Prishtina. On the 23rd 
of August, 2016, it was formally 
opened for new readers. This is 
also considered the first o)cial 
day of work in the new building; 
months earlier the building that 
had previously been home to 
the library for 70 years had been 
emptied and abandoned.

The year 2016 marks the start of 
another new phase for the old 
building. On the 21st of April, 
2017, the Municipality of Pr-
ishtina’s Assembly approved a 
proposal to change the purpose 
of the former library, by turning 
it into a museum. It was to be 
named after Ibrahim Kodra, and 
to house more than 100 works 
by the master who is some-
times known as the last cubist. 
The museum was to function as 
a branch of the city museum, 
but to make that possible, the 
Municipality of Prishtina would 
first have to found Prishtina’s 
museum. In 2018, the leader of 
the Ibrahim Kodra Foundation,

Foundation, Maria Pacolli, and 
the then mayor of Prishtina, 
Shpend Ahmeti, signed a memo-
randum of understanding for the 
project. The project concept for 
the building, a protected mon-
ument, was to prove the pen-
ultimate attempt to transform 
the building’s purpose to date. 
According to the Kosovo Insti-
tute for the Protection of Cul-
tural Monuments, the plan did 
not comply with the rules and 
laws on monuments and it was 
believed that it would damage 
the building’s original look.

In the end, two years worth of 
work and preparation came to 
nothing, and hopes of repur-
posing the building were lost. 
This is when the most serious 
degradation of the building took 
place. The library’s employees 
had taken the books and doc-
uments, leaving behind the in-
ventory and anything else that 
was considered old.

The lush garden that had always 
been a had always been a high-
light of the space  was left unat-
tended. For a short period, the 
space was used by an unknown 
group for unlawful purposes.

ABANDONMENT (2016–2020)

Another attempt to revive the 
building was made in 2020. The 
Municipality of Prishtina drafted
a project assignment to pre-
serve, restore and adapt the 
building, turning it into a city 
gallery. There was also an open 
call for architects to transform it 
into a Prishtina gallery and art-
ists’ residence, an “institution 
where local and international 
artists can show their creativity 
and display their work.”

During the process of drafting the 
project assignment, the Munici-
pality of Prishtina held multiple 
meetings with artists and art 
and culture organisations, and 
various discussions took place 
on bringing the building to life by 
turning it into a gallery. During 
these meetings, many ideas 
and proposals were put forward 
to contribute to a process that 
was ultimately never realised. 
Following an open call that was 
announced by the Municipality of 
Prishtina, three conceptual proj-
ects applied. Once again, the pro-
posed ideas were not considered 
to be within the parameters of 
the rules and laws governing the 
protection of monuments, and 
the Institute for the Protection of 

Cultural Monuments  rejected all 
three projects. After the succes-
sive failures of these processes, 
the former director of the Munic-
ipality of Prishtina’s Directorate 
of Culture, Adrian Berisha, says 
the appropriate solution for the 
building was considered to be 
giving it to Manifesta 14 to use.

“We had proposed that one floor 
be a gallery, and the second 
floor be for artists’ residences. 
This was the proposal we had 
discussed; but then when Man-
ifesta arrived and wanted to 
build an institution, there was 
a discussion between us and 
others about what to do next. It 
had been a design task that had 
been carried out in collaboration 
with recommendations we had 
received from the wider commu-
nity and we had accepted three 
di!erent projects to intervene 
there. All three projects were 
then rejected by the Kosovo In-
stitute for the Protection of Mon-
uments. So, when we then had 
discussions with Manifesta, we 
thought it would be good to cre-
ate an institution where Manifes-
ta proposed, taking into account 
Manifesta’s expertise”, he said.22

22 Discussion with Adrian Berisha, former director of the Municipality of Prishtina’s Department of 
Culture. Contacted by Sihana Klisurica, March 23, 2022, Prishtina.
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The Hivzi Sulejmani Library 
today continues its work as 
a cultural, educational and 
informative institution in an-
other building, but whenever 
the institution’s name is men-
tioned, it is more likely to recall 
its former location in Tophane. 
Generations of children in Pr-
ishtina have their first book-re-
lated memories in this building. 
However, it’s not only children 
who have fond memories of the 
library building. Despite all the 
challenges that the employees 
may have faced in the building, 
and despite the small reading 
spaces, it is still thought of as 
an oasis, hidden in an alley, that 
once welcomed all book lovers. 

Since 2016, the fate of the build-
ing has been widely discussed, 
particularly in the media fol-
lowing the proposal to turn it in 
the Ibrahim Kodra Museum. Un-
fortunately, this is not the first 
monument, nor the first building 
that is protected by law, to have 
been overlooked, or to have had 
its condition deteriorate.

After the library’s relocation, the 
building was left unsupervised. 
Although it was neglected by 
the people who were legally 
responsible for it, the building 
remains in the memory of ev-
eryone who has visited it.

Those who worked there, grew 
up nearby and its many readers, 
believe that the building should 
come back as a library. Approx-
imately 80 percent of those 
interviewed for this research, 
ask that, in one way or anoth-
er, the building be returned to 
its earlier function.  Others are 
happy with whatever function 
it may have, as long as it does 
not remain abandoned.

The library’s secretary, Fatime 
Mehmetaj, talks about how al-
most all sta! have asked that 
the old building continue to 
function.

© Manifesta 14 Prishtina | Atdhe Mulla
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“We asked the Directorate of 
Culture to leave the separate 
space, the hall that was built lat-
er, as our branch for children. In 
other words, to have children’s 
books, and access for children 
and the schools that are close 
by. That hall was built later, it has
enough space, lights and 44 
seats. I don’t know how useful 
it can be, and it’s not that con-
venient, but maybe if they invest-
ed in it that building could be of 
use, maybe as a cultural centre. 
Once, it was mentioned that it 
should be an exhibition space for 
Ibrahim Kodra. I don’t know what 
condition it’s in now”, she said.23

Seeing the lack of libraries in 
the city, and the need for more 
spaces for students, librarian 
Drita Toci also agrees that the 
building should be a library.

“Of course, it’s essential not 
only for that part of the city but 
for many places; all of the city’s 
neighbourhoods should have 
mini-libraries at least, based 
on the fact that from the cen-
tre, let’s say from Skanderbeg 
to Vranjevc, that part of the city 
is so far away from Dardania. 
Nowadays, the library is most-
ly occupied by students, and I 
don’t believe this can be called 
the city’s library anymore — it 
has almost taken the role of a 
university library. This period is 
not that important for the inter-
view, but that building should be 
functionalised again, renovated, 
fixed and receive investment 
from those who are responsi-
ble”, she said.24

Another very important aspect 
to consider, among others, is 
the fact that this facility has 
served as a shelter for all com-
munities that have lived and 
continue to live in Prishtina.

23 Interview with Fatime Mehmetaj, library secretary. 
24 Interview with Drita Toci, librarian.

THE FUTURE

As communities of di!erent 
ethnicities coexist in Kosovo, 
including Albanians, Serbs, Bos-
niaks, Turks, Gorani and Roma 
(who are often grouped with 
Ashkali and Egyptians), such 
diversity has been observed 
to some extent in the library, 
especially in the first decades 
of its work. The experience of 
Gulsen Bolukbasi, a neighbour-
hood resident, is one example.

“From all the memories I have in 
the library, I hope in the future 
I’ll see the part that promotes 
coexistence between all com-
munities living in Kosovo again. 
We grew up learning each oth-
er’s languages from an early 
age. I didn’t ever go to school 
in Albanian, I went in Turkish. I 
learned Albanian myself, initially 
in that yard that we had there 
in the library, together with my 
friends, Albanians, Bosniaks, 
etc.”, she said.25

Others who want to see the 
building in use think that it is 
enough if there is any activity 
there. Many still think its pur-
pose should have something 
to do with books. Writer, politi-
cian and activist Flora Brovina, 
who spent her childhood in the 
library, has a lot of memories 
there and believes that they 
should be preserved, because: 
“the library is not the walls of 
the building, and the history of 
the library is not the library itself, 
but it is the books that should be 
there, and they should take care 
of them for posterity”, she said.26

Our projections and desires for 
the building are for it to be a so-
cial and cultural space, a book 
museum or a multifunctional 
space to serve young people. A 
space for extracurricular activi-
ties; one that contributes to per-
sonal development and growth.

25 Interview with Gulsen Bolukbasi, neighbourhood resident. 
26 Interview with Flora Brovina, writer and activist.
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