


F
E

L
IX

EACH PROJECT has its own risks; financial, psychological, life-eating. The risk of failure. Or 
mediocrity. Despite this, for some (masochistic) reason, it’s always been easy for me to start a new
film. I grab a camera, buy some videotape, and worry about the budget and consequences later. 

If this were to be the story of my latest project, it would be a cautionary tale full of seductions and
pitfalls, printed with the warning label: “don’t try this at home.” And it would start with all the tiny,
clumsy, seemingly innocuous decisions that slowly add up to: 
1) me diving off of a high cliff
2) in broad daylight
3) with a bunch of bored strangers watching.

This would include:

4) me airborne
5) picking up speed
6) and then plunging
7) into a very small azure swimming pool
completely devoid of water.  And it might go something like this:

S H E L L Y S I L V E R

Risk and Suicide (a love story) - or - What’s in It for Me? 
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D E C I S I O N O N E
I want to make things up. Tell stories. 
Shoot fiction.

Yes, after making several long documen-
tary-based projects; Former East/Former
West (1994) about the Reunification of
Berlin and German national identity, and 37
Stories About Leaving Home (1996) about a
group of Japanese mothers, daughters and
grandmothers, as well as a motley group of
shorter experimental videos, installations and
projections about sundry interests (read:
obsessions) of mine (including sex, 
boundaries, voyeurism, power…sex) I decide:

I want to make a narrative. Leave 

documentary responsibilities behind, and
write whatever I want to write and have it
come out of someone else’s mouth. Like
they’re actually saying it. I want to make up
some characters, or at least one character
who isn’t real. Maybe make her really far from
real. And she (ah, already it’s a “she”) will do
as I please. As “I” please. And as I am the one
who creates her, I only have to answer to her.
I mean ME. I only have to answer to me.
Right. Which means that I don’t have to
answer to anybody.

Oh, the deliciousness of writing whatever
comes into my head every morning. 

But I have no budget. And I’m travelling all
the time, doing the old nickel and diming to
make ends meet. I like to travel, but it’s hard
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to get any work done. I’m never anywhere
long enough. It’s hard to raise money. And it’s
hard to concentrate on anything but when the
next train will come and when my next meal
will come and how late will I be arriving at my
next destination? Will anyone be there to
meet me? Will they speak French? Do I speak
French?

D E C I S I O N T WO
I can make a fiction about travelling. 
Again, a decision that seems benign 
and straightforward.

As I’m travelling, much of my time is spent
in public spaces. Train stations. Bus stations.
On airplanes I spend “quality time” with
myself in the cubbyhole bathrooms. I find I
sleep easier on trains than in my own bed,
where I keep an ample supply of melatonin
by my bedside. Whereas on buses I wake up
drooling on a stranger’s shoulder. Oh um
sorry. 

I notice that I’ve begun to use public
spaces as my private living room, office, 
bedroom. I catch someone across from me 
picking his ears. Really up to the second
knuckle picking them. Later, I lift my head and
see the same person staring at me, and 

realize I’ve spent the last five minutes thor-
oughly picking my nose. In broad daylight in
an airport lobby. And he watched it all. Aren’t
we ashamed? Maybe we should get married. 

But after a nine-hour flight waiting for
another twelve-hour flight which has been
delayed four hours, where can one go to do
such absolute life necessities? In this 
particular airport, the restrooms are festooned
with wet toilet paper. Cheery, like Halloween.
But different. Here everything smells like pee. 

I am surrounded by an army of business-
men and women. Talking earnestly into the
mouthpieces of their cellphones, they 
resemble jumbo-sized-precocious eight-year
olds, whispering secrets to invisible soul-
mates. Or impeccably dressed crazy people,
arguing with hated dead relatives. I feel like 
I am watching them sitting in their living
rooms, bedrooms, bathrooms.

My work has always been about the
strange and porous divide between the 
public and private. These in-between/new-
fangled spaces of transit seem like rich 
territory for me to explore so:

D E C I S I O N T H R E E
The fiction can take place largely in public
places. Public places are often connected to
travel. And this fiction is already about 
travelling. I’m on a roll.

Many of us artists have become like
tourists, circling the globe in constant motion,
with little time, connection to or knowledge
of the places we pass through. Or maybe
we’re more like low-level, badly paid and
informed travelling salesmen, going where
the money is, migrating elsewhere as soon as
it dries up. And the work reflects this. There is
a limit to what one can come up with when
commissioned to produce a work after a
week’s visit to Beijing, China; Lyon, France;
Detroit, Michigan. A request comes in to
transplant a work about Rotterdam to
Ubekistan, Singapore, Berlin…
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On a festival jury I watch every single film
and video on the program from beginning to
end, I see a series of works where aggressive
artists shoot people in public spaces. On
buses, on subways, on airplanes, in office 
lobbies. Tracking shots of people in deepest
winter unhappily waiting for a bus in Eastern
Europe. Is this supposed to be a statement
about Eastern Europe? Don’t people every-
where, when forced to wait for buses in 
sub-freezing temperatures, look miserable?
The filmmaker who insisted on shooting a
homeless man, even after he makes his
angry disapproval known. What point was
there for this filmmaker to insist; filming this
man in what was, in effect, his bedroom? 

Why this ubiquitous and belligerent use of
video cameras in public spaces? Corporations
and governments are the most active video-
graphers, but many artists and filmmakers are
quite active participants also. This indiscrimi-
nate filming, without permission, contact or
contract, does this point to a definitive break
in the social fabric? Or has the concept of
public space changed to the point where the
question is superfluous. Does anyone care
who they are filmed by? The bank, the corpo-
ration, the police, their doting parents, me?

Or perhaps I am wrong. Maybe this is not
about disconnection. In fact, the camera
makes a connection, a discrete line between
eye and lens and person. Perhaps this is
becoming one of the only connections we are
capable of. We are all together and we are all
filming. We are all filming each other. We are
all being filmed. Where are all these images
going? What can all this production, this
excessive residue detritus of mundane 
realities mean?

D E C I S I O N F O U R
The main character can be one of these 
filmmakers like the ones above who 
obnoxiously films everything.

This seems ok. This seems like a good

choice. I know people like her. Maybe I have a
little (read “a lot”) of her in me too. 

I wonder how obnoxious I can make her.
She has to be pretty out there for the video to
really explore this subject thoroughly; she
can’t be one of those shy types. I have to use
her to push the argument to it’s logical
extreme, as one should with arguments.
Perhaps she must be slightly mad.
Boundaries will have to be crossed.

Mad. As in crazy? I then worry that people
won’t like my main character. How many 
people will watch a feature-length fiction
about an aggressive, unlikable, crazy 
character? Isn’t there something in one of
those “how to make a movie” books that
counsels against this? What could I do to
keep people’s sympathies, at least until the
all-important midway point? 

D E C I S I O N F I V E
(upping the ante) Ah! She can be suicidal.
That’s right! People always go that extra mile
for a suicidal person, no? They’re more
patient, more forgiving. They always want to
help. And this could tie in perfectly with the
whole travelling, alienation, globalization, 
public space, super modern blah blah blah
thing. I mean if someone is travelling all the
time, without home, roots, culture, this could
lead to a fatal loosening of the ties that bind
an individual to his or her life. In fact,
Durkheim in his classic blood-red book
Suicide, delineates “egotistical suicide”
brought on by a lack of integration of the 
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individual into society as one of the main 
causes of self-offing. He states that the
stronger the forces throwing an individual
onto his own resources, the greater the 
suicide-rate within that country. Yes, this
seems to fit, like a soft green alligator glove, 
I think, self-satisfied. 

I will make her a suicidal failed
filmmaker. Although I don’t know the 
statistics on this, I’m figuring that successful
filmmakers are less liable to take their own
lives.

Decision six will answer the all-important
question “who will play this woman?” “Who
will be my star?” Meryl Streep? Cameron Diaz
(tall!) Drew Barrymore (cute!) Madonna? But
alas this decision has already been made,
unbeknownst to me, somewhere between
decision one and two. But I will still COUNT IT
as a decision.

The project has no budget and I almost
always travel alone. 

A + B = 

D E C I S I O N S I X : 
I will have to play this obnoxious, aggressive
suicidal woman myself. 

Point the camera at my face. Turn the little
pull out screen around so I can frame and
check focus. Look depressed. Press record.

And why not? Aside from the fact that I
hate being in front of the camera. Besides for
the fact that people will confuse me with the
character. Think I am the character. Think I’m
obnoxious. Think I’m suicidal. Start moving
away from me after screenings. Be extra 
careful, extra nice when leaving the phone
message that I have, in fact, been fired. Sorry.
Terribly sorry.

But in the name of art, so to speak, I
ignore my own best interests. Hmmmm.

And so I start shooting, and I start writing
and I start editing. All at once. And it’s great
fun. Everywhere I go, everything I do can be

filmed. I’ve never been so efficient. I’m happy;
given a passport to be as strange as I wanna
be. Because it’s not me who is doing these
things. It’s only a character (it’s only a 
character…).

The longer I shoot, the longer the rough cut
gets, the more I’m plagued by a tiny question
quietly growing in the back of my brain like a
small black tumor-like squid —  how will it
end? Will she end up splattered across 
someone’s front lawn in Trenton, New Jersey?
Will she change her mind and become the
junior senator from New York State? 

And then everything becomes complicat-
ed by the fact that (and I refuse to put this in
as a decision, but you can count it as one if
you like):

DECISION SEVEN
Really, it just happened, as these things do.
As Frank Sinatra croons in the song, it was
just one of those…

I had begun to like her. My little protagonist
reckless heroine. She’s so full of aggressivity.
Full of chutzpah. Full of surprise. I even like her
stupid puppy dog smile and her bouffy hair. I
like the way she makes due with whatever
she has, her endless warped imagination, her
ability to get off, really get off, on a woman on
a billboard, a dog, and the small hairs on the
back of the neck of the man in front of her on
the subway. She overextends her credit card
endlessly. She has nothing to fear. She has
nothing to lose. I could never live that way, but
oh if I could.

I think I’m falling in love. And this is a
very bad sign. Because, as often happens in
love (you don’t have to admit it, but I know
you’ve been to this precise place too), what
was working so well for me, turned out not to
be working at all for her. 

It is around the 30-minute mark of a very
rough edit. I think things are looking pretty
good. They sound good. Alienation. Her
desires going haywire. The tension is rising. 
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A good back beat. I am really liking it.
And then she just stops. Dead in her tracks.

Stops talking, stops travelling, stops doing
anything interesting. I remember the exact
night. It is a Sunday; it is in an Okonomiyaki
restaurant in Osaka. Tennoji station. We are
about to miss the last train. She knows how
expensive the taxi ride will be, but she doesn’t
care. She just fucking stops. 

Sure, after that, she’ll eat and go to the 
toilet. We all have to eat and go to the toilet,
right? But that is all she will do. And that 
certainly isn’t enough to get me to my 90-
minute mark.

I try to stay calm, quietly asking her “what’s
wrong?” when my brain screams YO U  A R E
M Y  C R E AT I O N !  You come out of my
M O R N I N G  C U P  O F  C O F F E E . You are
nothing but T H AT  T I N Y  I D E A  I  H AV E
R I G H T  B E F O R E  FA L L I N G  A S L E E P.  

She says nothing. I gently, oh so gently and
patiently ask again, “Really. I can tell some-
thing’s wrong. It’s ok. You can tell me.”
Long silence. Longer silence. Longest silence.
And then she finally says, “Ok. If you really
want to know,” big sneer appearing on her

face. “You don’t know me. You don’t know
anything about me. You’re just using me
for your own sick, twisted, perverted
pleasure.” Ah. Perverted pleasure. This is 
eerily familiar. Bad dialogue, but nevertheless,
I have certainly had this conversation before.
Several times before. At several different and
rather key moments in my not so short not so
long life… I continue to be gentle. I’ve discovered
the hard way that it’s often within one’s best
interests to be gentle. Instead of saying “I fuck-
ing OWN you girl!” I reply, “I’m sorry. I didn’t
know you felt that way. I’m really, really
sorry.” She begins to hit me. She hits hard.
And it feels good. And as she hits, she watches
herself hitting and then watches me being hit.
And I’m grinning. And then she begins to cry.
And it all finally comes pouring out. Like… 

purple rain. “I hate you. You’re stupid and 
boring and you’re trying to fit me into your
stupid boring picture of post-capitalist
malaise. NOT very interesting. In fact, you-
don’t-understand-anything.” (Like getting
back “feedback” on a failed grant
proposal)…The shit has hit the fan. “Could it
be,” I counter, “that till now, you haven’t had
much of a clue about yourself either?” I





F
E

L
IX

make small circular motions with my right hand,
on the small of her back. Nice back. This has
worked for me before. “Don’t change the
subject” she snaps. “We aren’t talking about
me. We’re talking about you.” I count back-
wards to stay calm. I repeat to myself that this
is all for a film. A Film. My Film. This isn’t just
another relationship. This is IMPORTANT. 
I lean over to her ear and pretend to move away
wisps of stray hair from the fleshy base that I’d oh
so much like to bite off. In a whisper, breathless, I
ask her, “OK. Why do you think you are
suicidal?” She exhales slowly. And just as 

slowly and quietly, she says: “I don’t know. 
We have to find out.” Her hand seems to be
shaking a little. Where I bit her little beads of
red have started to appear in an uneven 
semi-circle. “We.” I reply, calmly.
“WE?????!!!!!” my brain shrieks. My round
poker face is still smooth. “Do you expect
me,” her face turning a mottled shade of
peach, “a made-up character, with no
functioning arms, fingers or any other
appendages whatsoever; no teeth, hair,
genitals, brain separate from yours 
staring back at you in the fictionalized
videotape you’re forever shooting, do you
expect ME to do all the legwork?” And 
she is right. She has me. She has me 110%. And
so we make a deal. She makes me make a deal. 

I have no fucking choice:

D E C I S I O N E I G H T
That I would now follow my protagonist’s
lead. She was in charge. Of the direction. Of
the destination. It was her story. I was just
documenting it. Just another fucking lackey
with a digital camera. A dime a dozen. Throw
a stone on any New York street, at any New
York party…

We leave Japan, which pisses me off, as I 
really like spending time in Japan. The food is
good. Plenty to look at. Everything bright, col-
orful, contradictory. Familiar and completely
incomprehensibly foreign at the same

moment. Shrieking desire, or at least shrieking
desire to me. 

She wants to go to Costa Rica. She thinks
that it will “help” her “remember stuff.” We can
go to Costa Rica. I can do Costa Rica. I take
her to Costa Rica. Crowded beaches and 
middle-aged fat tourists.... 

And, not surprisingly (“I told you so,” she
mouths, triumphant, “I will drag you SO 
THOROUGHLY through the mud,” she 
continues) things begin to heat up. She starts
remembering.

You might think this was a good thing, you
might think this was a really really really good



thing. But you weren’t there. I was getting
uncomfortable. Hot around the collar and
things. I began to feel out of control. Sure, I
could make a film about “suicide,” as long as it
was…”intellectually solid.” But if it was going
to get… icky. I don’t do icky. Especially icky
with my own face and my own body
attached…

She (she? I don’t DO full blown characters.
I don’t DO motivation; I don’t care what my
character had for breakfast!) as she says,
starts remembering stuff (I don’t DO psychol-
ogy. I want to go home!) Stuff about her 
childhood (can I leave now?) stuff about her
family (I really want to leave now) Particularly
heavy stuff about her family with really dis-
gusting details (I really HAVE TO GO!)

D E C I S I O N N I N E
To stay. To stick it out. A BAD decision. I’ve
never gotten it into my fat little head that
what a person wants to do and what she
can do are entirely separate things.

I should be thinking about tossing suicide,
and starting that global warming documen-
tary or that “personal” and “true” history of 
my Jewish Russian roots. I could make some
money switching to flirtatious video installa-
tions. I can do flirtatious. 

No. 
I always pick the wrong mediums, the

wrong lipstick. I always pick “politically 
incorrect” ideas. And the wrong (even 
fictional) people.

I know, in my heart of hearts, that I can 
forget this art stuff. I can edit for the porn
industry. Diverting. I can open up a hardware
shop. Very diverting. 

But then I hear a voice, which interrupts my
dreams of 6,000 different kinds of nails. Hard
nails. Long and short nails. Nails that 
mysteriously get wider rather than narrower 
at their tips. 

It’s the voice of Yukio Mishima who says
“No Shelly. No Shelly Silver. No, Shelly Andrea

Silver. If you must fail, fail splendidly.” Grinning
stupidly, (I’m always a sucker for Yuki), I decide
to continue.

From sunny Costa Rica I get dragged to 
freezing Vienna, to freezing Graz, to dark and
freezing Berlin, Basel and Zurich, only with
the shortest possible respite in sunny Italy.
And then back to NY. Exhausted. Fearing the
worst. The worst happening. The worst is
happening. Right here. Right now.

D E C I S I O N T E N . 
Which is not mine. I take neither responsibili-
ty nor credit. And if you ask her (my FORMER
love, my EX-coffee fantasy, my easy-going 
suicidal DREAM), apparently it was not her’s
either. 

I am to make a film that doesn’t deal only
with one taboo: suicide. No. One taboo isn’t
good enough. It has to have two taboos. How
can I say this gently. Intellectually. Safely.
Discreetly. In a sophisticated manner.

Gramsci, in his Prison Diaries, puts it one
way: 

“The crisis consists precisely in the fact
that the old is dying and the new cannot be
born —  in this interim a great variety of 
morbid symptoms appear.”

Is it clear now? Do I have to spell it out?
Renate Salecl puts it another way: 

“Lacan’s famous definition of psychosis is
that what is excluded from the symbolic
returns as the real… A psychotic, for example,
does not believe in the fictional character of
God, but has direct contact with God…”

Still not crystal clear? Perhaps she can help
me to spell it out…

“…today’s disbelief in the fictional charac-
ter of the father’s authority has caused a
return of the father as the real —  the father
who harasses, abuses children, has insatiable
sexual desires, i.e. a father who very much
resembles the character of the Freudian
father of the primal horde… “

Hmmm. Are we getting hot?
hotter? Or is this just avoidance.
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Waffling. Trying to keep to the sunny side of
the hedge. And you, dear reader, losing, long
lost patience and all.

Ok. Shelly. Inhale. Exhale. Count to ten and
then out with it.

Let’s recap (as I said, avoidance). It didn’t
appear to be enough, I didn’t think it would
scare people off enough, make them run
shrieking from the multiplex by just dealing
with one taboo. Suicide. Now my shitty, 
asshole, glow-in-the-dark, unreliable heroine
was dragging me into the second taboo, 
certainly for me, personally, the scarier taboo. 
I mean we all gotta go sometime. But Incest.
Incest????

“Incest?” I ask her, my voice several pitches
higher than I’ve ever heard it previously.
“What do I know about incest?” The feeling of
my throat closing up tighter and tighter…. She 
doesn’t respond; she is taking yet another 
shower.

It’s ok. I tell myself. You don’t HAVE to write
about what you know. There’s Freud. There’s
the BIBLE. 

Thou shalt not. Thou shalt really not. Or, 
evidently, thou shalt not but sometimes thou
shalt. Now here’s something that would 
effectively drive a character to the perfect,
slick, shiny, untouched surfaces of shopping
mall heaven, of international departure 
terminals. I’d buy that motivation.

Maybe this isn’t what’s really bothering me.
Maybe I can write about incest. Maybe what’s
bothering me is that this project has all the
“genre earmarks” of a personal documentary.
Like most of my work, it works off of, 
permutates, does a riff on, or, however you
want to put it, an already established form.
Which I would find a super interesting (which I
DO find super interesting) if it weren’t for the
fact that I am playing the main character. And
in a country where personal documentaries
have recently been believed in and very
possibly privileged over all other documentary

forms, I have to go playing with matches. A
whole box of matches. Around a gas station.
That leaks.

I start having bad dreams. Of people

cornering me at screenings, insisting that the
film is about me. (You, YOU, YOU!!!!) Every last
frame. You. 

I repeat to myself, I’m just a marginal 
independent film and video artist. I will not
have to appear on Oprah and explain: Yes,
Oprah, it’s just a fiction. Yes, Oprah, I
understand that I’m in it, but I just PLAY her.
Like an actress. No Oprah. I’m not an
actress. No, I have never been in a Jarmusch
movie or a Spielberg movie. No, that wasn’t
me animated in the last Linklater movie.  No,
Oprah. suicide is absolutely not about me. 

I realize how much any denial sounds
like…denial. 

To sum up (as I finally must), I’d say thus far
(and I’m not quite out of the rough-cut woods
yet) that it’s been a wild ride.

There’s something liberating about throw-
ing caution to the air. To exploring uncharted 
territories. To getting one’s hand’s dirty. To 
digging deep and then deeper in fantasy’s
sandbox. To doing things that you think you’ll
never get away with. To not caring what 
people might or will think. After forty-some
odd years of being horribly self-conscious in
front of a camera (adolescent chipmunk! 
chipmunk in her twenties! chipmunk
approaching mid-career!) To have a chance 
to play a character that is by definition sup-
posed to look bad. Exhausted. Comatose. Run
repeatedly through the ringer. There is some-
thing close to euphoria in this. There is, ladies
and gentlemen (of the jury), a surprisingly real
liberation to this! 

And that brings us just about and finally to
the last decision. Ok. Given the circumstances,
let’s not call it “the last” decision. It’s just the
most recent decision. The decision I am toy-
ing with backing out of at the moment. Ahem.

D E C I S I O N E L E V E N .  
My decision to write this article.

“The game is already played, the dice are
already thrown, with this one exception, that
we can take them once more in our hand and
throw them once again.” —Lacan  ■
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