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Deadly encroachment
No place to breathe.
Solutions to date are up in smoke

There has to be a way.
The Palestinian Space Agency is a game,
A light solution,

A moment to smile, a release.

From the gravity of the situation.



| am meeting Ahmed in a coffee shop close to Nablus. He asks
me whether | like to have my tea with sage or with peppermint.
He doesn't ask about my coffee anymore. He already knows that
| drink it with just a dash of sugar. Ahmed is feeling impatient,
irritated and nervous. He's got 78 trees. The olives are ripe but
no one in his family has permission to go to the field to harvest.
As a Swiss citizen | am free to roam through this land. As a matter
of course | have to wait at the checkpoints too. But it's only for a
short time. Together with Ahmed | leave for the field where his
olive trees grow. We manage to pick the fruit of three of them in a
day. He starts making coffee and tea, forgetting about the olives
for a little while. He won't be able to harvest all of them anyway.
The time is too short. In the end we resort to tearing the fruit off the
branches. There is no time left to finish the harvest. If Ahmed does
not work the land, he loses it. The fear of losing everything is ever
present. Ahmed is praying while | sit in the shadows without the
slightest idea of what it is that makes the situation here so bloody
complicated. The landscape is incredibly beautiful as well as its
people. With a bag full of olives on each of our backs, we walk
back to the car. As | look at a minaret appearing over the horizon,
| ask,,ls it a space shuttle?“. He shakes his head. Then as we both
sit in his car just before turning the key he finally replies: ,Yes,
maybe it is a space shuttle.” And this is how the Palestinian Space
Agency was founded.

In the course of the following days | mention the Palestinian Space
Agency whenever | can. Some laugh because it is a joke to them.
Most of the time, however, vivid conversations arise. Again and
again the issue concerning room and space of this region is
brought up. This is all about every single tree, field, house and
human being of Palestine. As we meet for another coffee, a logo
is drafted. A few discussions and several days later the image of
a shuttle gets complemented with a flag. Then somebody prints
stickers. | see one on the street in Nablus.

| carry on with my journey to Jordan and fly back to Europe. At the
back of my mind wherever | go: the idea of a Palestinian Space
Agency. Something has begun. And it's got potential, I'd like to
continue working on it.

In the news | read about the ongoing peace negotiations between
Israel and Palestine, the UN, the housing settlements, the missiles
and the responses. The Arab Spring“ gradually draws to Autumn
while | am sitting in my studio 4000 kilometers away from Palestine,
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checking out the websites of space agencies and setting up www.
palestinian-space-agency.org. | go through all the websites of the
well-known space agencies, researching their visions, which | then
combine with the memories of my stay in Palestine.

Our vision is to improve life on earth through research and
commitment and come to an understanding of what it means to live
here. For this reason we try to answer a few fundamental questions.
What is out there? How do we get there? Can we find room and
space and provide what is needed, so that life can thrive and
prosper? How do we need to proceed in order to enrich this planet?
As an artist in residence | am invited to Amman. ,What a wonderful
opportunity,“l think. But | have no idea after all, if the notion of
the Palestinian Space Agency which | have in mind is actually
thinkable in this place. In the first week in Amman people keep
asking me what I'm planning to work on. Many tell me to avoid
subjects concerning religion, sex and politics. | am being advised
to bypass the Palestinian cause as a whole. Comments of this
kind make me uncertain and nervous. Censorship is something
| beyond my experience, even less so for my own work back in
Switzerland.

| wander through Amman. Go to the Dead Sea and live with
Bedouins for a little while. | try to get an image: an image of what
is possible — and of what is necessary. On the way back heading
upstream from sea-level we overtake a truck. And | know now that
| want to build a space shuttle. | have worked long enough in the
virtual world of the internet. With the Palestinian Space Agency |
want to appear before a world existing beyond the web.

Hidden in my studio | start to build a model of a space ship. |
find all the materials in the local market, showing street vendors
sketches of spacecrafts | brought with me. They understand what
| want, giving me ventilators, plastic wrapping and used filters.
Screws and tools | find next door. The following day | go to the
market again, this time bringing along the logo we created. | show
it to the workers who are present-they are thrilled.

This is a good start. On the next day an opening is taking
place close to my studio. | take advantage of the opportunity
to appear before the public by opening my studio during the
night. Visitors who drop in find themselves opposite the model
of the spacecraft. With it are some sketches of websites,
pixelized pictures and fragments of documents hanging on
the walls. Amer stands there pondering in front of the model.



“‘What are you thinking about?* | ask him. “I'm thinking about
how we can build the shuttle,“ he replies. He was the first one
who started to say “we“. The next morning Ali shows up on my
doorstep. He attended the opening and wants to help. He
makes himself comfortable and starts drawing wonderful shuttles
and missiles. All of a sudden there are the three of us, drawing
sketches, talking about materials, functions and possibilities.
This is how it goes on. The ideas and the Space Agency sprout
within a couple of days. Electricians, artists, interior designers,
painters, activists and locksmiths become a team. We play
like children, composing with shapes and colors and forgetting
about the lunch break, always in search of the perfectly designed
space shuttle. Atthe same time we have not even agreed on whether
we are working on a shuttle or a satellite. But that is after all of minor
importance.Muchmoreimportantisthatitisgoingtoappear “spacey”
enough. As laymen we have to take a good look at photographs
of astronauts and historic moments in space, time and again. We
want to construct a state-of-the-art object after all. And anyone who
is aiming to construct a space shuttle needs special components.
In shopping malls, markets and waste dumps we find everything we
need. Also the industrial part of Amman we visit frequently. When
| want to buy a second-hand filter which used to be part of a lorry,
they ask me for 70 JD. If Abdullah buys the filter, it costs him only 5
JD. That is why | stay hidden in the car on the rest of our shopping
tours. This strategy doesn‘t really suit me however, so | start going
to the shops again with the others. With the help of a translator |
explain our undertaking to build a shuttle for the Palestinian Space
Agency. | show shopkeepers plans and pictures and give away
stickers with the logo. And at the time for the payment most of them
say, ,It's okay. This is for Palestine.” For me this way of buying
something feels like a lot more than just getting the material. In
conversation with the salesmen our artistic minds meet the
shopkeepers’ economical and practical mentality. When we go
to purchase something the shop is transformed into the material
depot of the space agency. A challenge and an honor at once —
a playful moment for most of the shopkeepers. In the sales talk a
former children's toy turns into something ,light, fire-resistant and
aerodynamic”, which has initially been produced for the purpose
of being part of a space shuttle. Our shopping tours enable many
a shopkeeper to step out of his daily routine for a moment, see and
think about his business from another perspective and then act






accordingly. This is art education.

While the shuttle is coming into exis tence | also dedicate myself
intensively to the appearance of the space agency in the virtual
world. Entering the web by means of social media is virgin territory
to me. And | want to scout its potential. The content of the official
website serves as the base for a Facebook page. Firas is helping
me with this, establishing the first contacts, pushing the site with
Twitter and getting his friends to follow. Slowly the Facebook page
of the Palestinian Space Agency starts growing. | expect about
2000 Likes! And 200 friends. Even after one month there are
only a few. One evening | google k.l .Lasll U, This is when |
realize there is much more happening than Facebook statistics are
telling me. There are posts being put up and twittering in progress
about the Palestinian Space Agency. | read replies, opinions and
reactions and can even find a series of pictures about my nocturnal
sticker expeditions through Amman.

The potential of social media consists in the ways it can be used
as atool to facilitate interaction in our work.This interests me and is
the reason why | have taken the reactions very seriously. Someone
twitters: “I've got a slogan for the PSA: Got no place — get the
space.”l post this accurate reflective statement on Facebook
immediately where itis then commented onin return. The logo of the
Palestinian Space Agency stimulates many reactions, a few fierce.
The most discussed matter and some how a point of contention is
the crescent on the tip of the shuttle which makes it looks similar to
aminaret. Religious people post that | am not allowed to use sacred
symbols. Others state that if | were to use a symbol it had to include
signsof allthe religions that can be found in Palestine. The irreligious
weigh in that they cannot identify themselves with an institution
showing any kind of religious characteristics. Furthermore, a
discussion on Twitter is brought up where the logo is rated as too
phallic and too masculine. | try to take all these voices seriously. |
hesitate as to whether the observers can take part in the decision
making process and whether | should adapt the logo design.
Omitting the crescent would please the majority. But being an
artist | do not want to please others. If anything, the task of art
consists in naming subjects, asking questions and launching
debates. And because religion is of great importance in
this region, this topic has to be part of the work as well
Making the choice not to change the appearance of the logo,
I highlight to which extent observers can participate in this project

and where the boundary lies.

| have waited quite a long time for negative reactions concerning
the space agency and the shuttle. Some people completely ignore
the work but hundreds of visitors compliment it, are pleased and
often even thankful for what we are doing. The fact that critical votes
only reach me through the internet makes the social media | am
using a resource for the interactive approach | am aiming for. But
it also tells a lot about the culture and how people communicate.
The construction of the shuttle has progressed by now and
a group of people have formed into a team working daily on
the project. Abdullah started during the first week mainly out of
sheer curiosity. He was more fascinated by the idea than the
handicraft. In the beginning he just carried out orders but with
each day he takes over more responsibility — gradually turning into
a designer and construction manager who knows every screw,
every cable and every flaw of the shuttle. One morning as the two
of us are sipping our tea he makes a confession telling me he had
dreamed of the shuttle and he had seen how it will look when the
work is completed. After this he removed an enclosure and went
to the market to buy a new cover just like the one he saw in his
dream. Abdullah speaks and thinks like an artist. And now it is me
that assists him by handing him the tools.

One day Abdullah takes me out to the building site shortly after
the painter arrived to discuss the procedure and look at the work.
Abdullah goes through all the relevant points while | stand silently
beside him. When | ask if he needs money to buy the paint he
replies that the paint has been bought already. Abdullah and |
had never discussed the color until that very moment. However,
the painter and he agreed that a shuttle needs to be shiny and the
color is to be silver.

Right from the start | let other people participate in the artwork. In my
understanding this implies that they not only take part by carrying
out my orders but are encouraged to bring in personal ideas and
qguestions, make decisions and as alast step to putitallinto practice.
This is what | refer to as participation. And it is in this manner
that T-shirts, cups and a little series of postage stamps of the
Palestinian Space Agency designed by Jordanian artists emerge.
It is fairly easy to participate on location, but simultaneously to
our work on-site there is a virtual community growing as well with
strangers commenting on the web on every activity. Instead of
putting up more news | contact these people directly and ask them
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for their opinions. The following day my mailbox is full of inputs,
suggestions, ideas and even solutions which integrate perfectly
and can be put into practice straight away. | gradually expand this
form of virtual collaboration, because | know that | will have to go
back to Switzerland soon and the only way to stay connected with
the team and the people involved is by means of the internet. |
also want other people to be able to continue the work without me.
As | am writing the book here in Switzerland the opinions of these
virtual participants shape the work | am doing, and the lines | write
down. For me, the virtual world is an opportunity to work and create
sustainably. And | see an immense potential for collaboration in a
region where the possibilities of meeting one another and moving
around are restricted or even impossible. Only in dialogue and
exchange with the environment can creativity grow and manifest
itself in the world. And being a space agency we are dependent
on space-orientated interaction.

For the people involved in our work, on-site building of a shuttle
grants the possibility of active commitment. For someone who
is sitting in front of a screen somewhere in Kuwait browsing our
website, the Palestinian Space Agency has a completely different
meaning. Some people have read through the job advertisement,
while for others their only encounter with the Palestinian Space
Agency is a sticker on a taxi. For many, AMMANT is not a art
object and the Palestinian Space Agency is not artwork. So there
are very different perceptions of the Palestinian Space Agency.
The fragmented and selective nature of these perceptions leads to
very personal storylines. And this brings me to the question: What
is the Palestinian Space Agency? In the world of art AMMANT is
an art project; an installation with the dimension of 4.5 x 4.7 x 2.8
meters and the estimated weight of one ton. Art theory would most
likely describe this form of art as political artwork with performative
and participatory characteristics. | agree with these definitions.
But what interests me much more is what people were thinking
and expressing while passing by the construction site, taking
part in one of the many intense discussions or writing a simple
email. These statements clearly show that the shuttle is more than
a sculpture and the Palestinian Space Agency more than another
page on Facebook. They reveal the potential which lies in art.
One of the observations | made again and again during the many
hours which we spent together on the building site is that many
people went up to the shuttle quietly and remained in front of it



without saying a word. Suddenly, out of the silence, they start to
talk about dreams. Visions. Driven by memories of places which
they never have been. ,Hope. A sign of hope*®, is what | could hear
them saying over and over again. | do not really know what they
mean by hope. But | can see memories and pieces of the past
which are being brought into the present.

The shuttle is a vehicle designed to travel. And in a place where
travel, pilgrimage and finding refuge are part of everyday life,
AMMAN1 suddenly extends the options of traveling. No one
needs a visa to fly in space, but everyone needs a shuttle. People
often ask me where the journey is going. And | always answer
that everyone can decide for themselves. In these moments the
shuttle enables me to think about travel in a new way. And many
people see AMMANT as a time machine which can fly through
space and time.

Some people see the whole project as a joke. A huge joke - or just
a very bad one. They consider it an inappropriate topic to joke
about, as this is not a game but a matter of life and death. | have
to admit, though, that in none of my art projects have | laughed
as much as this. We worked, designed and just lived somehow
effortlessly. And what we were dealing with was a very severe,
maybe even hopeless issue, which we took very seriously and very
personally. But only through that feeling of ease could we find the
energy to play, to make art and move freely. So even if it all might
be understood as a joke, it might not be the worst way to think
about the severity of the situation.

This project developed at the same time as the Palestinian National
Authority applied to become a full member of the United Nations.
The acknowledgement of Palestine is under discussion again. A
few voices are stating proudly that if Palestine is not allowed to
become a country, it should at least be allowed its own space
agency. Not many nations have got their own space agency! And
there are even fewer space agencies which build their own shuttles
and satellites. This is how the Palestinian Space Agency and its
shuttle AMMANT turn into a political statement. And out of the blue
we are right in the middle of a political debate. Suddenly it is about
admission and acceptance, past and present and the possibilities
in an unknown future. But we never wanted to talk about politics. |
had to listen to too many stories and monologues about politics in
this region. With this work | am trying to find a detour, into a world
where everything is a little bit less heavy. Almost weightless.
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Gilles Fontolliet is a Swiss artist and art teacher. The focus of his
work is on media-based performances and installations influenced
by political issues. Gilles works within the community: within the
resources of the people, the situation and the moments. In this
project Gilles sometimes appears under the name of Mr. Ahmed
Ibrahim who acts as the head and operations manager of the
Palestinian Space Agency. The shuttle AMMANT1 was built during
a temporary artistic residency in Darat al Fanun in Amman in 2011.
The residency was funded by Pro Helvetia, Darat al Fanun and the
Swiss Embassy in Amman.
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www.palestinian-space-agency.org
job@palestinian-space-agencey.org
www.facebook.com/PALESTINIAN.SPACE.AGENCY
www.fontolliet.net

Anyone who would like to get a book, a T-shirt or a mug can
purchase these locally produced items under:
www.palestinian-space-agency.org. Anyone who is interested
to collaborate in the project - please send your application to:
job@palestinian-space-agency.org. Anyone who likes us, loves us
or just wants to keep observing is encouraged to become our friend:
www.facebook.com/PALESTINIAN.SPACE.AGENCY.
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Photos are taken by many different people. If you want to use
them - use them for free. You can find more pictures, plans and
also the logo free to download on our website. The illustration and
visualizations are made by Max Gruter. The prosa in the beginning
of the book is written by Trish Edelstein. The Layout is made by
Mohamed Shaqgdih. The Tranlstion is made by Nora Plattner, May
Muzafar and Yanal Janbek.
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