Sowayma: Portrait of an approximation
It was a coincidence that brought Gilles
Fontolliet to Sowayma a few years ago. While
travelling in Jordan on a bus, he received a
spontaneous invitation from a stranger to come to
his village. He then spent ten days with Ahmed, his
wife Hamda and their seven children in the middle
of the desert.
Sowayma is located on infertile land 400 meters
below sea level and 4 km away from the Israeli
border, squeezed in between the Dead Sea and a
row of luxury hotels across the street. Its roughly
450 inhabitants are all part of a large family; in one
way or another everyone is related to everyone else,
every child knows everybody’s name and degree of
kinship, every fact and legend – the centuries-old
oral tradition is very much alive in Sowayma. While
there is an infinite abundance of stories – material
commodities and conveniences such as internet
access, furniture, books or images are practically
nonexistent. On special occasions people drive to
the closest larger city to have their pictures taken in
a photo studio, only to stuff them into plastic bags
at home and retrieve them every once in a while to
look at them. Cracked and folded the photographs
serve as pinpoints and illustrations of narratives,
which define people’s identity and roots. Only very
few own a picture of just themselves.
Gilles Fontolliet has travelled to Sowayma
many times during the last five years. The artistic
approximation unfolded very slowly and has always
been based on the personal relations that he has
experienced in the village. The idea for the portrait
series derived from the wish to give his friends an
image of themselves. Fontolliet brought a simple
tripod and lighting from Amman and asked people
to improvise “photo studios” according to their
own preferences. All images were taken over the
course of about one week, amounting to a total of
about 100. They allow the outsider a glimpse into
the core of the community through the camera: A
timid smile, serious, even stern looks, confident
laughter, shy gazes and pensive eyes, immaculate
shiny tiles, a dusty desert floor, colorful scarves,
white robes, sweatpants and plastic sandals look
back at the viewer.

All protagonists were in charge of their own
image: They chose the location, time of day, pose
and outfit. Therefore the portraits were either shot
inside or outside, the backgrounds vary between
midday’s bright sunshine and pitch-black nighttime
harshly interrupted by cold fluorescent light.
A steadily rolling video camera documented the
creation of the photographs; the raw film material
of the day was presented in the evenings for
everyone’s entertainment. The film was eventually
edited to a length of about twelve minutes,
adding another layer to the piece: It illustrates
the simultaneous absence and presence of the
artist. The delicate balance between familiarity
and distance between the artist and his models
is subtle, yet clearly tangible. While the people in
front of the camera are laughing with him, even
flirting or sincerely and directly gazing into his eyes
through the lens, the artist remains invisible for

in order to be recorded on camera. The backdrops
of the “photo studios” become a substantial part of
the image, documenting living circumstances and
situations, seemingly in passing. Living spaces,
clothes and attributes such as cars, TV sets or
camels, put the protagonists into a social context
when they are spontaneously staging the self.
By completely letting go of the control over
the portraits, Fontolliet also practices a form of
approaching the “other”, slowly growing more
familiar with the self-image of the village’s
inhabitants, and assuming the role of their
documentarian and scholar.
With the help of three children he drew a family
tree of the village, turning Sowayma into a quasisociological and ethnographical study. As opposed
to the narrative of a classical ethnographic study,
however, every individual maintains control over
his or her representation. The artist graduates
from the role of the “participant observer” to
being an active member of society, succumbing
to its rules and modalities. His viewpoint from
the outside enables a potential dialogue between
viewers and models on eye level. The images
attempt an approximation, yet they provoke more
questions than they provide answers – the aesthetic
dimension takes over the scientific approach
the viewer until the very end. His presence is only
noticeable by the sound of the trigger and the short and blurs the borderlines between the objective
“foreign” observer and the gaze from the inside out.
instructions that blend in with the many voices
Thus grows an impressive mosaic made up of
that are constantly flailing about. Yet, it is his
individuals, which can be assembled into a portrait
attention for and his focus on every single person,
and thus a self-portrait of an entire community. A
which turns them into individuals in front of the
camera, taking them out of the family context for a family portrait which is completed in the very last
brief moment. Without any irony, the artist exudes scene of the film when the artist crosses the quasineutral borderline: He gives in and lets himself get
a great tenderness and respect for his models,
making them appear proud and fragile at the same dragged in front of the camera for a brief moment
time, whether they are posing in their living rooms before the scene fades out and only the sound of
in their most elegant attire or standing barefoot in voices remains.
the desert sand.
Every portrait shows an individual while the
film illustrates that every single frame turns into
a performance, an attraction and almost always a
family matter. Comments and calls from relatives
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