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Synopsis 
 
A man returns, after fifty years, to Chinatown to care for his dying mother.  He is a 
librarian, a re-cataloguer, a gay man, a watcher, an impersonator.  He passes his time 
collecting images that he puts before us – his witnesses and collaborators.  Sitting in the 
dark, we share his cloak of invisibility, both a benefit and a curse.  
 
 
然而你。跟我一同的闯入者你与我之间却有着一种特殊的关系。 
一种吸引力， 一种精力。我的摄相机正是使这种精力积累加增的工具。 
 
And you. Fellow trespasser. There’s definitely something between you and me. An affinity, an energy. My 
camera is a device for the accumulation of this energy. 
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Awards 
 
Prix Patrimoine de l’immatériel/The Intangible Heritage Award 

by the Département du pilotage de la recherche et de la politique scientifique, Ministry of 
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Film/Videography 
 
THE LAMPS, 4:15/2015; 觸摸 TOUCH, 68:00/2013; 5 lessons & 9 quest ions 
about Chinatown 關於唐人街的五堂課與九個問題 ,10:00/2009; in complete world, 
53:00/2008; What I ’m Looking For 15:00/2004; suic ide, 70:00/2003; 1. 3:15/2001; 
smal l  l ies ,  Big Truth;18:48, 1999; 37 Stories About Leaving Home, 52:00/1996; 
Former East/Former West, 62:00/1994; Apri l  2nd,10:00/1994; The Houses That 
Are Left , 51 :00/1991; We, 4:00/1990; gett ing in .  3:00/1989; Things I  Forget to 
Tel l  Mysel f , 2:00/1989; Meet the People, 17:00/1987; Are We All  Here? 
50:00/1984 
 

Technical Data 
 
Length: 68 min./aspect ratio 16:9/color 
 



 

Biographies 
 
Shelly Silver  
Shelly Silver is a New York based artist working with the still and moving image. Her work 
explores contested territories between public and private, narrative and documentary, and-
-increasingly in recent years--the watcher and the watched.  
 
She has exhibited worldwide, including at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, Tate 
Modern, Centre Georges Pompidou, the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, 
the Yokohama Museum, the London ICA, and the London, the Singapore, New York, 
Moscow, and Berlin Film Festivals. Silver has received numerous fellowships and grants from 
organizations such as the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation, the NEA, NYSCA, NYFA, 
the Jerome Foundation, the Japan Foundation and Anonymous was a Woman. Her films 
have been broadcast by BBC/England, PBS/USA, Arte/Germany, France, Planete/Europe, 
RTE/Ireland, SWR/Germany, and Atenor/Spain, among others, and she has been a fellow at 
the DAAD Artists Program in Berlin, the Japan/US Artist Program in Tokyo, Cité des Arts 
in Paris, Yaddo, The Macdowell Colony and at the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council.  She 
is Associate Professor of the Visual Arts Program, School of the Arts, Columbia University. 

 
鹿 瑜   Lu Yu –  Voice 

After he played “Jia Bao Yu” in the “Dream of the Red Pavilion”, he became a child star on 
National Radio shows in Taiwan. Upon Graduation with honors from the National 
Academy of Arts, he won a 6 year movie contract with the Cathay Film Co. in Hong Kong 
and appeared in 35 movies. He was the host of “The National Hour” Variety Show on 
Redifusion T.V. , made numerous guest appearances on “Enjoy Yourself Tonight” at Hong 
Kong TVB.  He was also the producer and announcer for three weekly Radio shows for 
“The Voice of America”, in Mandarin and Amoy. While in New York, he was an original 
member of LaMaMa ETC. and toured with the co. to Taipei, for the Asian Arts Festival, as 
well as Sicily, Spoleto, and was the co director, choreographer of Carlos Gozzi's “The 
Raven”, which opened the Venice Biennale Theater Festival in Italy. He is an advisory board 
member at Pan Asian Rep. Theater Co. and a co-founder of  Yangtze Rep. Theater Co, 
Mr.Lu Directed and Choreographed at Berkshire Theater Festival, Memphis Theater in the 
square, and Directed “Butterfly Lovers” at Alice Tully Hall at Lincoln Center, bringing 
together Chinese opera and Martha Graham modern dance. He played a principal role in 
Woody Allen's “Hollywood Ending”, Nominated for an Emmy for his role on CBS T.V.'s 
“Due South”.  For his Voice Over work He was the spokes person for Mercedes Benz, and 
General Electrics China Plus, 4 years in a row, his voice can be heard for the Audio Guided 
Tour for MoMA, United Nations, Ellis Island Museum, Chicago Children's Museum, Walt 



Disney Family Museum, and the Casa Loma Museum in Toranto, Canada, among hundreds 
of clients. Mr Lu hosted Miss China World, Miss Asian Royal Princess, and Miss China Town 
at Atlantic City and the Mohecan Sun. 
 
Mr. Lu holds a Master of Science Degree in Education from Long Island University. 
He was the Director of Performing Arts at A.R.T.S. Inc. and as a teaching artist he directed 
and choreographed more than two hundred musicals in New York City's public schools, 
ranging from Chinese Opera to “Phantom of the Opera” and everything in between. 

 
鹿 瑜 Cassanra X. Guan – Assistant Editor 
Cassandra Guan is a New York based artist with an interdisciplinary practice. Utilizing 
elements of sculpture, photography, drawing, film, and video, she explores the mediation of 
images between perception and history. Guan was born in Beijing and immigrated to the 
US during her early teens. She received a BFA from The Cooper Union in 2010. Currently, 
she is attending the Whitney Museum Independent Study Program. 

 
Director’s Statement 
 

觸摸 TOUCH is an impressionistic 68-minute film narrated by an older gay man who returns 
to Chinatown to take care of his dying mother.  The film is an essay, narrated from one man’s 
point of view.  But it is also fiction, for this man is made up, an amalgam of research, 
interviews, off-the-record comments, secrets, improbabilities, and free-floating desires.  This 
man, who never tells us his name, returns as both insider and outsider, to a neighborhood 
from which he, as a teenager, escaped as fast as he could.  
 
I want to focus on the act--particular, yet open-ended--that entrances my protagonist: an act 
that we, the audience, share with him.  This is the act of watching.  Looking.  Seeing.  What 
does it mean to look, to watch, to photograph, to film?  What does it mean to imagine or 
fantasize about another's point of view? Chris Marker, in his fictional essay Sans Soleil, likens 
filming to bounty hunting.  The camera, connected to the eye, shoots an invisible arrow, 
capturing, stealing. But seeing and filming can be framed in another way, as a taking-in, a 
receptivity.  Looking is a means of accepting light, image, something, somebody, into our 
bodies.  To see is to be touched and penetrated by light.  As we, the viewers, see through our 
narrator’s eyes and listen to his voice, we become physically and psychologically entwined with 
him. And yet, he does not exist…. 
 
My eye in your eye. My tongue in your mouth. 

我的眼睛在你的眼睛里。我的舌頭在你的嘴里。 

 



This man watches with precision, privileging texture, materiality, layered spaces and small 
movements – a white string suspended by wind, a key rhythmically swinging from a silver 
wire, the flapping of a voluptuously patterned fabric filtering sunlight, the shifting hairs on the 
back of a man’s neck. As he watches, he thinks aloud, retracing and reconfiguring the major 
and minor histories that criss-cross in this neighborhood that was, and maybe still is, too 
narrow for him--because of his language (neither English nor Cantonese but Mandarin), 
because of his sexuality, because he is and has chosen to be different. Seeing becomes the 
protagonist’s way into Chinatown and Chinatown’s way back into him.   
  
To see is to take what’s outside into our bodies.  It is allowing in and entering.   
To see is to recognize, to acknowledge. 
看，是把外界的東西帶入我們的體內。這是允許來 和進入。看， 是認識，是承認。 
 
I want to focus on fiction, this realm that frees us from the stranglehold, the exigencies of 
past and present.  The narrator uses fiction to imagine that things can change, to expand 
into possibilities that "reality" precludes.  In this way, fiction or fabulation is the present’s gift 
to the future.  
 
Words make the impossible imaginable, therefore possible.  
Improbability is the domain of all outsiders.  Mine. 
語言使中不可能的成為可能想像的因而變為可能的。 
疑惑是局外人熟悉的。領域。 
 
Fiction, like looking, like listening, encourages an imaginative suspending of ourselves, a 
sympathetic plunge into another’s place.  This act of imagination is a precondition for 
empathy, enabling us to extricate ourselves from false ideas of fixed individual identity. I 
am neither a gay man, nor Chinese.  I’ve lived in Chinatown for over twenty-five years, far 
longer than I’ve lived anywhere else, and I too, have become an insider while remaining an 
outsider, in this neighborhood, with its layers of history, power, poverty, exclusion, beauty 
and community. Unlike my protagonist, I’ve chosen to make this neighborhood home. 
What I share, with him and many others is the habit and pleasure of looking out from a 
darkened window and leaning against a corner storefront, feeling myself a part of the 
intricate and human web of seeing and being seen.  We are doing the necessary work and 
feeling the involuntary pleasure of living in a place, in a time. We touch and are touched.  
This web of relationships compels us to be part of – to own, take control of, reclaim, 
protect and change.  Capitalism hardly ever looks; it has no time to do so; it owns without 
inhabiting. In 觸摸 TOUCH, the narrator compels us to reconsider what ownership is and 
should be, which is something gained not through the transmission of money, deed or a 
law, but through the act of living, occupying, truly being here. 



In the Neighboring Rooms:  
Shelly Silver and Fantasy Vérité  
 
 
“The Other is present everywhere, below me, above me, in the neighboring rooms, and I 
continue to feel profoundly my being-for-others.” In Sartre’s famous thought-experiment 
(in Being and Nothingness, 1943), the philosopher crouches to peep through a keyhole, to 
possess a forbidden view in a blissful trance of self-forgetfulness. The Other passes behind 
him. A floorboard creaks in the hypothetical apartment-house of existential 
phenomenology, and the gratification of secret looking collapses into the shame of having 
been caught. This, for Sartre, is the point at which the ego coalesces. To have a “self” is to 
be snared in the consciousness of oneself as the object of a look originating elsewhere. The 
Other in the hall could be a fantasy. What matters is the imagined relay of dominating 
stares. The brutal “you’re It!” of objectification can be escaped only by imposing it on 
another. 
 
Now imagine that the self at the keyhole is looking through the viewfinder of her own 
camera, and the one surveilled is the notoriously domineering Hollywood auteur on 
location in the street below her window. Picture the Other in the hall as an actor hired to 
flesh out the not-self of his own desiring, from a script partly improvised and partly written 
by the artist, who appears in the film also, except that her confessional voiceover is voiced 
by somebody else. The sensual minutiae of a place—delicately translucent old-lady 
underwear hung out to dry on a rooftop in the sun; handwritten signs on neon-pink paper 
plastering a storefront; the tender pores of the young, clean-shaven cops⎯saturate the 
screen. But the script is composed from interviews with passersby in public, and the 
characters all represent themselves. Or the script is by the artist, but delivered in translation 
in a language she does not speak, and unless you, viewer, happen to be bilingual, you can’t 
be sure the subtitles correspond, completely, truly, to what you hear. Imagine, in this film, 
that voyeurism and impersonation merge into self-revelation as urgently as Sartre tells us 
they do. Except that, here, a life-sized plastic Ronald McDonald, or a good witch in a 
folktale who comes onscreen as a lightning-wielding cartoon hand, takes the role of 
Other⎯and the self looking back at himself though the keyhole is the U.S. President in 
flagrante, or an average someone in a park contemplating history, war, and money, or a 
bystander in a mall who wields the camera for a moment because it was handed over 
spontaneously⎯and, at the same time, the self is an orange carp in a fish tank⎯and a cute 
anime bear⎯and a daughter who lies to her mother⎯and a mother who knows that her 
daughter never lies. Decide that the opening line of this film about looking will be “My eyes 
are closed.” The last line will be “I would prefer to end in plentitude.”  
 
In fact, these details come from different films (made between 1986 and 2013), but this 
might not matter.  
 
To watch the moving-image art of Shelly Silver is to understand that, among other messy 
civic values on which democracies rely—free access to public space, for instance, and a 
willingness to transgress comfort zones⎯democracy relies on empathy. And empathy relies 



on fantasy, and fantasy is always partial, entwined with misperception, unpredictable, 
perverse. “Being-for-others,” in Silver’s feminist sense, amounts less to the alienating 
instrumentalization of the individual by a masterful observer, and more to the feeling that 
civic space is a matrix of hallways, doorways, rooms and streets, glimpses and 
confrontations, in which to see is to acknowledge and co-create, because everyone is 
looking all the time. “A strange exchange,” murmurs the unnamed protagonist—a 
filmmaker, a first-generation Chinese-American, a gay man—in Silver’s upcoming film Touch.  
Played by the actor Lu Yu, he is speaking Silver’s words (in Mandarin) and addressing you, 
hypocrite voyeur, son semblable, son frère:  
 
然而你，跟我一同的闯入者。你与我之间却有着一种特殊的关系:  
一种吸引力，一种精力。我的摄相机正是使这种精力积累加增的工具。 
 
And you. Fellow trespasser. There’s definitely something between you and me. An affinity, an 
energy. My camera is a device for the accumulation of this energy. 
 
Silver has been making films since 1980. She works with actors and non-actors alike, and has 
interviewed extensively on the streets of Berlin, Tokyo, New York; she has a writer’s ear for 
the idiosyncrasies of unrehearsed speech, and a painterly eye for real-world color. 
Monologue, voiceover, and onscreen text interweave in her collaged narratives, and the 
oneiric precision of her editing allows the long take to shatter into split screens, to fold in 
time to repeat itself from other angles, or to speed into jump cuts, almost without the 
audience being aware that anything radical has occurred. This visual and verbal fluidity, in 
which points of view shift constantly into each other—so that no lulling cinematic suture ever 
captures us, but no traumatic rupture shocks us either—correlates to Silver’s vision of what it 
means to be a person in a city in the late twentieth century and the early twenty-first. For 
Silver, living in the existential apartment-house with fellow citizens means looking out the 
window, scoping on the street, eavesdropping, quoting, meeting strangers and having 
awkward, excited, unexpectedly candid talks. To look, and to let oneself be seen, is to feel 
the Other present everywhere, becoming and failing to become the self, and it is not a 
nightmare. It’s a pleasure⎯and like all pleasures tinged with ambiguity, with risk. 
 
 
 
−Frances Richard 
Brooklyn, NY 2013 
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