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West Bank Road Atlas

Elle Flanders and Tamira Sawatzky
created this atlas from photographs
they took in 2008-09 while travelling
through the West Bank of the
Palestinian territories, where they
observed the existence of a dual,
separate system of roads: small
country roads for Palestinians and
modern highways for Israeli settlers.
The atlas images form a set of
typologies that emerged from the
larger body of photographs the artists
took during that period. These
typologies reveal patterns in the
landscape of Israel-Palestine that are
too often the subject of what Ariella
Azoulay describes elsewhere in this
issue of Fillip as “untaken,” “inacces-
sible,” or “unshowable” photographs—
images and discursive framings that
lie outside dominant narratives and

are thus especially subject to
censorship, redefinition, or destruc-
tion. In making these landscape
patterns visible, Flanders and
Sawatzky contribute to the ongoing
production of both the public archive
and the political and physical
environment of Israel-Palestine,
offering conceptual revisions to them
in tracings of the everyday, infrastruc-
tural violence of the occupation. The
system of roads depicted here, while
frequently punctuated by sudden
outbursts of conflict, is at the same
time a site of ordinary, unspectacular
daily struggle that is made all the
more difficult to navigate by the
ever-shifting yet strictly controlled
political boundaries of the region.
Flanders and Sawatzky’s documentary-
style grids evoke bureaucratic
regulation as well as geographical
lines of control and segregation,

pointing out underrepresented,
overlooked, and suppressed aspects
of the region’s landscape and
reminding us of the stretched-out
trauma effected through the ongoing
restriction of the mobility of entire
populations. West Bank Road Atlas is
an unconventional and potent
reminder of the asymmetrical ways a
divided people is administered and
governed over time.

Flanders and Sawatzky’s exhibition
Road Shots (March 17-April 21, 2012,
O’Born Contemporary, Toronto), a
series of large-scale photographs
tracing the political landscape of
Israel-Palestine, is drawn from this
same body of photographic work.
The exhibition photographs are
“engraved” with computer-generated
line drawings that evoke the harmony
and geometric order of traditional
Islamic architecture while suggesting

the literal and figurative borders that
divide the landscape, including the
“security” fences and walls that keep
one people isolated from another.
While the images in the exhibition
are different from the typologies that
make up West Bank Road Atlas, the
typologies represent the archive that
underlies the exhibition.

The artists’ video installation
Road Movie, filmed in stop-motion
animation in the West Bank, debuted
at the 2011 Toronto Film Festival and
was showcased at the 62nd Berlinale
in February 2012. Road Movie depicts
episodes of contemporary life in
Palestine, illustrating the ways the
segregated road system the artists
examine in Road Shots and West Bank
Road Atlas complicates the everyday
movements of people.

— Kate Steinmann
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