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The Color Remains the Same
2015
__

Img. 1–14

__

Part of “The Color Remains the Same” exhibition.
2 video installations, text-based work and an installation of sandbags.
Premiered at University of Toronto Art Centre (UTAC), Toronto, March–April, 2015.

__
 

12m35s loop, Single-channel video installation.
HD, Dolby surround or stereo sound, color.
Arabic and French with English subtitles.

The artist calls into question his experiences in Beirut by using a cell phone 
camera as a possible, yet unreliable witness. A diasporic figure at home, he 
negotiates the overlapping aesthetics of celebration and conflict following a FIFA 
soccer game and a car explosion that took place simultaneously in the summer of 
2014.

https://vimeo.com/124861459
Password: please request via email

__

This piece is an extention of a text-based work:
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/bs2466682

Curatorial essay by Sarah Robayo-Sheridan 

http://alieldarsa.com/files/publications/S_Robayo-Sheridan_TCRTS.pdf

__

Cast: A. El-Darsa, Ali El-Darsa, Anonymous Taxi Driver, Clara Sfeir, H. El-Darsa. 
Camera and Editing: Ali El-Darsa.
Surround Sound Composition & Mix: Finlay Brathwaite.
Color Grading: Zachary Cox.
Subtitles: Alexis Poirier, Ali El-Darsa.
Music: “Je reviens te chercher” by Dalida, “No UFOs – November Live Set” By Konrad Jandavs. 
Source of news footage: Al Jadeed, Lebanon, Al Manar TV, Lebanon, OTV, Lebanon.

Special thanks to:
Lisa Steele, Kim Tomzcak, Sue Lloyd, Mary-Lou Lobsinger, Charles Stankievech, Ed Pien, Wanda Vanderstoop,
Joanne Todd, John Massey, Aaron Landsberg, Emma Dunn, Clara Sfeir, Rosanna Maule, Nelson Henricks,
Akram Zaatari, Antonio Poletti, James Lavoie and Mark Lowe. The Benjamin Hart Lobko Fund. 
The Ontario Graduate Scholarship.

__

Distributed by Vtape, Toronto

https://vimeo.com/124861459
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/bs2466682
http://alieldarsa.com/files/publications/S_Robayo-Sheridan_TCRTS.pdf
http://www.vtape.org/video%3Fvi%3D8386
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The Document Remains the Same
2015
__

Img. 1–14

__

Part of “The Color Remains the Same” exhibition.
2 video installations, text-based work and an installation of sandbags.
Premiered at University of Toronto Art Centre (UTAC), Toronto, March–April, 2015.

__
 

9m45s loop – Two-channel video installation.
HD, Dolby surround or stereo sound, color.
Arabic and English with English subtitles.

The Document Remains the Same, a long take captured by a cell phone camera, 
presents an unstable set of possibilities ranging from the tracing of a path across 
the city of Beirut, the aftermath of a hotel explosion by an ISIS suicide bomber, an 
interpersonal negotiation recorded shortly after the event and the roving eye of 
a cell phone fixed to a searching body. The piece is an extension of a text-based 
work and a video installation published under the title, The Color Remains the 
Same.

https://vimeo.com/122258367
Password: please request via email

__

This piece is an extention of a text-based work:
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/bs2466682

__

Cast: Ali El-Darsa, Clara Sfeir, Anonymous Taxi Driver. 
Editing and Camera: Ali El-Darsa.
Color restoration: Zachary Cox.
Sound Mix: Finlay Braithwaite. 
Subtitles: Ali El-Darsa.

Special thanks to:
Lisa Steele, Kim Tomzcak, Sue Lloyd, Mary-Lou Lobsinger, Charles Stankievech, Ed Pien, Wanda Vanderstoop,
Joanne Todd, John Massey, Aaron Landsberg, Emma Dunn, Clara Sfeir, Rosanna Maule, Nelson Henricks,
Akram Zaatari, Antonio Poletti, James Lavoie and Mark Lowe. The Benjamin Hart Lobko Fund. 
The Ontario Graduate Scholarship. 

__

Distributed by Vtape, Toronto 

https://vimeo.com/122258367
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/bs2466682
http://www.vtape.org/video%3Fvi%3D8386


Essay by Sarah Robayo-Sheridan 
on The Color Remains the Same, exhibition

The kernel of Ali El-Darsa’s multi-part installation is a long take captured by a cell phone 
camera. From this seed all the other parts unfurl into a proliferation of readings and possible 
lines of signification. The core data presents an unstable set of possibilities ranging from 
the tracing of a path across a city, the aftermath of a catastrophic event, an interpersonal 
negotiation, and the roving eye of a cell phone fixed to a searching body. All these 
suggestions co-habit the visual register as the complexity of the fragment is brought under 
close scrutiny in the exhibition.
 
Intrinsic to cell phone use is its tactile contact between user and interface, in an increasingly 
intimate rapport which combines technologies that heretofore were distinct—private and 
mass communication, sound and image capture, GPS mapping and remote control, as well 
as countless add-on features which, as Edward Snowden drew notice to, include unsolicited 
services such as eaves-dropping. The smart phone rarely leaves its owner. Hardly ever out of 
hand’s reach, this constant companion is growing into an organ of the human nervous system. 
 
As an artist interested in performance, writing and image making, El-Darsa is highly attuned 
to the mediation of experience through digital technologies and the fabric of the everyday 
that now includes the prospect of endless documentation. This perpetual trace is both the 
wish fulfillment of Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxion Chronofiles (an extensive attempt to render 
a cohesive record of his life), and the more sinister conclusion of an ongoing evolution in 
surveillance instruments. Fuller’s auto-archiving relied on a paper trail of passports, notations, 
and receipts—an auto-ethnographic impulse that made him a spy of himself. There is a 
comparable relationship between El-Darsa and the video fragments captured, preserved and 
represented here. However, El-Darsa seeks to assert the interchangeability and instability of 
the record and the recording agent. Through the procedures of this exhibition, he attempts to 
loosen the document from the discrete specifics of his own body and subjectivity. 
 
With the tape always running, artists have evolved differing strategies that include 
appropriation, montage and framing to re-situate information. El-Darsa confronts the 
materiality of the video on its own terms, framing this clip through other components 
including a second video of compiled quotidian vignettes from last summer in Beirut, 
an architectural assembly of sand bags, and a newspaper-format publication containing 
transcripts and symbolic writing. Added together, these elements form an index of the social 
patterning of a place as it is constructed around a history of violence. As a member of the 
Lebanese Diaspora, El-Darsa possesses his own internalized compass of this location. Yet in 
favouring raw data over heavily guided analysis, this evasive aspect of the work is a strategy 
that shakes the hornet’s nest of place. El-Darsa’s stance exemplifies a political position in 
which the experiencing subject—the artist himself as the author/subject of the film—is not 
seen to have any priority access to the definition of meaning. He eschews the trope of the 
primacy of first person witness, conferring the burden of interpretation as a negotiation of 
viewpoints that extend past his own singular agency. 
 
The logic of strict cause and effect and indeed any Cartesian notion of spatial organization 
are overturned by the haphazard capture of the video, which though not governed by a 
directing eye, is nevertheless hinged to the walking movement of the phone’s owner. If we 
increasingly rely on phones as mapping devices, this function is activated in a much more 
provisional and charged way in the video. Indeed a confused negotiation of the city’s footprint 
is a key aspect of the dialogue, one that underscores the reordering of social geography 
written by urban warfare in Lebanon. Geographer Michael F. Davie, in describing the post-war 



urban geography of Beirut stated of these transformations: “These had an undeniable impact 
on the city, whether it be external physiognomy or its population, organization, networks, land-
use and behaviour.” 
 
This video capture is presented in a second take with subtitling that confirms and names for 
English speakers the sense of urgency that pervades the image. The two versions alternate 
sequentially and spatially between two channels. Without access to the spoken, one navigates 
using inference and deduction to absorb clues from the gestures—the walkers’ pace, the 
sound of sirens, the recognizable urban phenomenon of a failed attempt to flag a taxi. Then 
through entry into the narration, the phrase “he blew himself up” acts as a decisive qualifier 
to the previously ingested visual information. With this overlay, the footage reconstitutes itself 
around an organizing principle of finality, a primary catalyst for narrative cinema, which relies 
on action and event to generate meaning. In “Observations on the Long Take,” Pier Paolo 
Pasolini offers a poignant analysis of the 8mm film of President Kennedy’s assassination. In 
an attempt to analyze how the moving image may constitute the expression of the present, 
Pasolini wrote: “there are so many unreliable eyes and ears (or cameras and tape recorders) 
which record an irreversible event, one which appears different to each of these natural 
organs or technical instruments (shot, countershot, establishing shot, medium shot, close-up, 
and all other possible camera positions). Each of these presentations of reality is extremely 
impoverished, aleatory, almost pitiful, if one realizes that it is only one among many.” 
 
El-Darsa pushes this notion of the impoverished image, accepting the degraded quality of 
the cell phone’s digest. Yet even as a somewhat abstracted image, the horizon of passing 
sidewalk and ambient sound is nevertheless a very rich archive that is parsed through 
different facets of the exhibition. For example, the newsprint isolates a transcript of the 
dialogue divorced from the image. While invoking the space of a tribunal and the power of 
written testimony, El-Darsa makes his own narrative and symbolic insertions to create an 
interstitial space between the documentary and the poetic and invoking memory as a type of 
image-making machine. 
 
The strong presence in the exhibition of a dividing wall made by stacked sand bags connotes 
both the protective function of this emergency architecture but also the recognizable 
vernacular of military construction. Often we have recourse to architectural analogies to 
describe the way the mind works, invoking words like compartmentalization to describe the 
sorting of traumatic experience. The wall is also equivalent to the cut in cinema; it casts a 
sequence and determines a type of montage that takes place within the space of the gallery, 
constituting its own immediate geography and form of interface. We are put into conversation 
with fragments that generate what the loop accomplishes for video — the possibility of 
perpetual re-encounter.

___


