
Argentinian artist Alexandra Kehayoglou creates vast topographical 
textiles depicting endangered environments that challenge our 
relationship to the earth. Isabella Smith gets a bird’s-eye viewFR AGILE  FUTURES
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any of us discovered a new love for our 
local flora and fauna after the pandemic 
confined us to our neighbourhoods last 
year. We’ve identified plant species on 
lockdown walks that previously went 

unnoticed, and perhaps even become amateur birdwatchers. 
Over in Buenos Aires, however, the textile artist Alexandra 
Kehayoglou was well ahead of the curve. For much of the  
last 15 years, she has been creating hand-tufted rugs born 
from studying the Argentinian landscape and its plant 
life. These sculptural, textured textiles often depict rivers 
or plains seen from above, or hone in on details of animal 
prints, twigs or weeds. ‘Although I grew up in the city,  
I don’t remember a time when I wasn’t close to nature in 
some way,’ Kehayoglou tells me. ‘When I started working 
as an artist, native plants and ecosystems weren’t featured 
much in art. I noticed that we were disconnected from what 
our landscape used to look like, so I started to make work 
about the pastizales.’ 

The pastizales are rich, temperate grasslands dotted with 
shrubs, which have proved irresistible to the meat and 
wood industries. Thanks to lax environmental protections 
and governmental corruption, these ecosystems have been 
decimated: the plains are often burned clear to plant grass 
for cow farming, while vast monocultures of non-native 
trees take the place of biodiversity. ‘I became interested 
in how the system of power was managing our “natural 
resources”,’ she says, pointing out the problems of this 
term. ‘I thought that as an artist, I could communicate these 
issues – especially abroad. My work doesn’t get exhibited 
much in Argentina; it’s small and very endogamic here.’ This 
metaphor of ‘endogamy’, an anthropological term referring 
to intermarrying within a single tribe, is one she frequently 
uses when speaking about the problematic intertwining of 
politics, business and culture in the country. She believes 

her outspoken environmentalism comes at the cost of 
professional exposure.

Kehayoglou’s efforts abroad appear to be working, 
however, as a string of high-profile international exhibitions 
and commissions can attest. In 2016, she showed an eight-
metre wide rug titled No Longer Creek at Design Miami/ Basel, 
which shed light on the impending destruction of the Raggio 
creek in Buenos Aires, due to be sacrificed to make space 
for a shopping mall; local activists later managed to halt 
the development. In 2017, the National Gallery of Victoria 
Triennial in Melbourne featured Santa Cruz River, an 
interactive installation designed to raise awareness of plans 
to dam the Santa Cruz River in Argentinian Patagonia. The 
building of two hydroelectric dams threatened to endanger 
its already fragile ecosystem, while having an irreversible 
effect on nearby glaciers. Visitors were invited to touch the 
sprawling, sculptural rug, above which hung a mirror to 
reflect back this textile topography. Actor Will Smith posted 
a smiling mirror selfie, lounging on a bend of the river. This 
interactivity is all part of Kehayoglou’s mission: to engage 
people in ecological issues in an enjoyable way. ‘I’ve seen very 
serious people in suits remove their shoes and take a child’s 
perspective on the floor. I like letting the work affect you 
physically. Textiles have a way of resonating with the body.’

This resonance is perhaps stronger for Kehayoglou 
than most, as a descendant of a Greek carpet-making 
dynasty that had crafted rugs for generations. In 1922, her 
grandmother escaped the Greco-Turkish war by emigrating 
to Argentina, bringing with her a loom. ‘It’s in my blood,’ she 
states. ‘And carpets have always portrayed nature – even my 
grandma’s carpets showed flowers from the town she lived 
in. I feel a huge connection to her.’ It’s unsurprising, then, 
that following a degree in painting and photography at the 
National University of the Arts in Buenos Aires, she decided 
to take this family trade into a new and unique direction. 
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Previous page: Alexandra Kehayoglou tufting a 
rug in her Buenos Aires studio. Opposite page: 
Santa Cruz River, 2016-17, 980 x 420cm.  
Above: No Longer Creek, 2016, 820 x 460cm. 
Left: commission for fashion designer Dries 
Van Noten’s S/S 2015 catwalk

‘I’ve seen very serious 
people in suits remove 
their shoes and take a 
child’s perspective on the 
floor. I like letting the 
work affect you physically’
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Kehayoglou harnesses wool, this most domestic of 
materials, to create works that are often vast in scale. A 
2014 commission for Belgian designer Dries Van Noten 
spanned the full 50-metre long, four-metre wide expanse of 
a Parisian catwalk, so that models strode through a dappled, 
mossy landscape. Another commission, this time for JUT 
Foundation in Taipei in 2017, saw her create verdant wall 
coverings for an entire lecture theatre – all 240 square metres 
of it. Unsurprisingly, such fearsome feats of craft require 
support from a band of assistants. Kehayoglou outlines her 
designs on the base of the work, suspending it on a vertical 
frame so that the wool yarn can be punched through with a  
tufting gun by herself and her team. Later, the carpet pile is 
either trimmed by hand or left long to create a varied textural 
topography. 

Each design is the result of a process that spans drawings, 
drone photography, videos – and memories. ‘Nothing 
compares to being there yourself,’ she tells me. ‘When I did 
the Santa Cruz River project, I first explored it by kayak for a 
week.’ This was no small feat: she had to train like an athlete 
in order to row between Lago Argentino in the Andes and 
the Atlantic Ocean, covering upwards of 40 kilometres a day. 

Although the pandemic’s uncertainties have impacted this 
year’s plans – cancelling showings at Art Basel and Art Fair 
Tokyo – Kehayoglou’s hands are full. When we speak via 
Zoom, she is in a small cabin in the Paraná wetlands located 
50km from Buenos Aires, where she and her partner, fellow 
artist José Huidobro, are busy creating a nature reserve. 
Since they purchased the floodplain – previously farmed by 
the wood industry – they’ve been removing invasive species 
and protecting wildlife with the help of a ranger. Slowly it 
is recovering to its former state, and the pair plan to open it 
to the public in future. ‘We haven’t even been to all of it yet 
– it’s 300 hectares, with areas too wet to access. There are 
lots of wild animals living here, some of which are very at 
risk.’ The couple are currently building a dome on an island 
in the river, destined to become their studio. 

What sparked such a radical move? Kehayoglou credits 
it to her experience of working on the Santa Cruz River in 
Patagonia. ‘It changed my views on ecocide and brought 
me closer to the native communities of this territory,’ she 
says. ‘One of their leaders, Inan longko Sergio Nahuelquir, 
showed me new ways of relating to the land.’ The series she 
has created over the last two years on the wetland is called 
Prayer Rugs. In works such as Frosted dandelion or Remains of 
a snake, each small detail is given reverential care. ‘I want to 
hear those voices, tune into that frequency,’ she explains. 
‘What does the land have to say? What is the message from 
the elements?’

The Indigenous communities of Argentina are supportive 
of Kehayoglou’s efforts to raise awareness abroad, she says 
– particularly given they are fighting the same battle against 
a sluggish legislature and rapacious private companies. 
‘Recently, one spokesman named me the international 
ambassador of the Santa Cruz River. I try to always include 
their perspective when forming my works. They view 
themselves as one with nature.’ 

Kehayoglou developed the Prayer Rugs in response to 
gruesome photographs of suffering animals and burning 
wildernesses that, she feels, are ‘so tragic that people turn 

‘The Santa Cruz River changed 
my views on ecocide and 
brought me closer to the native 
communities of this territory’

Left: Kehayoglou with works in progress. 
Below: As above, so below, 2019, 1,020 x 420cm
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away from the issues. I tried to think of a different approach.’ 
Does she see her artworks as a kind of activism? ‘I think of 
myself as an artist, not an activist. But I work very close to 
activism, and it inspires me.’ 

The UK-based Argentinian art historian Rodrigo Cañete, 
author of Historia a contrapelo del arte Argentino (‘Against 
the grain: a history of Argentinian art’), sees a connection 
between Kehayoglou’s textiles and the idea of the flying 
carpet – one in which the landscape is not seen far below, 
but instead, close underfoot. ‘The myth of the flying 
carpet might not only be a metaphor, but a space where 
the physical and the spiritual connect,’ he reflects. ‘Since 
ancient times, carpets have been used as a physical support 
for prayer. Kehayoglou’s emphasis on the spiritual aspects 
of her otherwise descriptive carpets aim at reinstating this 
pre-modern dignity, while at the same time opening new and 
urgently necessary paths for political art.’ 

A week after we speak, Kehayoglou is pouring her enviable 
energy into a new endeavour: learning to use a traditional 
loom with the nuns of the Agia Irini convent in Rethymno 
in Crete. ‘It means a lot to me due to my family’s history,’ 
she says, recalling their flight from Greece a century ago. 
‘Now I’m coming back to follow my grandmother Elpiniki’s 
passion. She carried a loom from Greece to Argentina –  
I am now coming from Argentina to Greece, 100 years later, 
to embrace the tradition that got lost in that journey.’  
In doing so, she will be able to use age-old skills to convey 
vital messages for our times.   
alexandrakehayoglou.com

Above: Frosted dandelion from the Prayer Rugs series, 2018,  
130 x 100cm. Right: Locus Amoenus, 2016, 300 x 150cm 


