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of the self and others” (21). Instead of this desire for 
examination and possession, Bersani and Phillips 
want to find “a new story of intimacy that prefers the 
possibilities of the future to the determinations of 
the past” (viii). Bouvier’s photographs of the people 
behind the counter and past the swinging doors offer 
a beautiful articulation of intimacy that opens the 
possibilities of the future. The camera does not know 
them. They do not know the camera. But there is still 
knowledge here. Thus, when I note that these images 
attest to the power of Bouvier’s relationship to her 
subjects, I do not mean that she necessarily spent a 
lot of time with them. Rather, I mean that Bouvier’s 
work opens up a story of intimacy that is not governed 
by the knowledge and possession of the histories of  
her subjects. 

A relationship to history and a commitment to 
futures embody the particular intimacy of these 
restaurants. These are the places where almost 

everyone is a regular who knows Cam in Wainwright, 
Clara in Consort, Lori in the Diana, Jeff ’s daughters, 
and Sam and Amy. They do not need to know their life 
stories; indeed, such stories are typically not on offer. 
My parents had little interest in revisiting the traumas 
of the past that lead them to the restaurants where they 
worked. The point is to start a life and to make out of 
that life something other than what it was. It is not 
an erasure of the past nor denial. It is a privileging of 
that which is to come, of that which is still becoming. 

Such a privileging is not a refusal of intimacy. Indeed, 
Bersani and Phillips suggest that stranger intimacy, 
where we do not need to know the other, but only to 
trust in the knowing that will come, might be intimacy 
par excellence. 

Notably, this intimacy turns on a shift in temporal 
emphasis. Instead of a divulging of the past as a basis 
for intimacy, Bersani and Phillips signal the necessity 
of a turn towards the future. Such a turn offers a way 
to understand the temporality of stranger intimacy in 
Bouvier’s restaurants. As I observe in Eating Chinese, 
the small-town Chinese-Canadian restaurant has been 
situated as a marker of a disappearing form of rural life, 
or what Zeleny refers to as “rural drain, urban claim” 
(103). I note that there is a narrative of the “premature 
requiem” attached to these spaces. However, I 
challenge this narrative: “it is precisely at the moment 
when something is declared to be outdated that the 
investment in the dating of things, their situatedness 
in history, reveals itself ” (Eating Chinese 7). Casting 
this challenge within the frame of stranger intimacy 
allows us to understand the complex temporality 
these restaurants occupy. They are not markers of a 
disappearing past. Yet they do seem to be, in Zeleny’s 
evocative phrasing, places “of past construction” (105). 
Their pastness is not the only way to locate their 
cultural significance; we can also grasp their intimate 
invasions within the frame of their futurity. 

Lan in Mr. Chin’s

top to bottom: 

Stavely; Bonneyville; Turner Valley; 
Wainright; Trochu
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clockwise from bottom:  

Coffee at Mr. Chin’s; Mike’s Neon 
Lights; E&W Family Restaurant; 

Turner Valley Family Inn;  
York Restaurant
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Even the limits of this intimacy indicate its power. 
“Lan in Mr. Chin’s” strikingly illustrates this limit 
and the power of this intimacy. The mirror seems to 
give us almost nothing—Lan’s back, a closed door, 
the reflection of the light on the wood paneling. “Lan 
in Mr. Chin’s” seems to be a photograph of enclosure 
and capture. The mirror appears to offers only the 
suggestion of access to Lan, to what might beyond the 
door, to the space of the restaurant itself. Yet it is this 
very evocation of access and its denial that indicates 
the truth and power of the recalibration of intimacy 
in Bouvier’s photographs. In this photograph, there is 
a precise echo of the glossiness I noted earlier in “Ng’s 
Café” and “The Diana.” Find it in the reflection of the 
light on the wood paneling. Find it on the surface of 
the counter behind Lan; the corner of the doorframe; 
the baroque edges of the gilt mirror; the sheen of the 
brocade wallpaper; the curve of the brass sconce. Find 
it even on the collar of Lan’s shirt and the sharp angle 
of Lan’s cheekbone. In these abundant reflections, so 
luminous in an image that is also enrobed in darkness, 
the viewer might see themselves indirectly, askew, 
adjacent to the intimacy on offer. 

This adjacency recalls my argument regarding 
the function of the menus in small-town Chinese 
restaurants. The restaurants and their menus appear to 
offer some access to Chineseness, but ultimately reveal 
more about the viewer and the consumer than they do 
about Chinese culture. “Lan in Mr. Chin’s” is, in many 
ways, a corollary of my suggestion that the menus do 
not offer “authentic” Chineseness, but rather give back 
to Canadians a version of themselves: “The legacy of 

the menu suggests that Chinese diaspora subjects 
exploit the menu’s capacity for the reproduction of a 
cultural space in order to produce an ethnicity that… 
frustrates the desire for authentic Chineseness” (Eating 
Chinese 71). The menu, like the mirror in “Lan in Mr. 
Chin’s,” reveals much about desire for access to the 
real and the authentic as well as a desire for intimacy. 
Again, Bersani and Phillips’s conception of stranger 
intimacy illuminates the tension between knowing and 
closeness. If the desire for access to so-called authentic 
Chineseness seems to be a demand for disclosure (tell 
me what is really Chinese), then the anxieties around 
so-called “fake” Chinese food is a plea for familiarity 
(bring me closer to what is really Chinese). Yet stranger 
intimacy offers a way around the impossibility of this 
demand (there is no “real” Chinese food or, to put it 
differently, who has authority to say that egg foo yong 
is not real Chinese food?) and this plea for the comforts 
of the familiar. Stranger intimacy reveals instead 
that the most real Chinese food, the most proximate 
experience of Chineseness, will unfold in the indirect 
and adjacent such as those reflections that glimmer 
throughout “Lan in Mr. Chin’s.” 

While the intimate may suggest an interiority 
divorced from political engagement, 
stranger intimacy can be a politically 

enabling possibility. This intimacy does not traffic in 
individual histories, but rather collective ones that 
make the invasions of history and memory something 
to be held in trust. Bouvier’s photographs offer a way 
into living with disquiet and the disjunctures of history. 
Thus, the assemblage of the materials and objects in 

“Coffee at Mr. Chin’s” signals the ways in which the 
unhomely moment can offer a point of entry, a way 
of understanding that we do not need to stave off the 
disquieting déjà vu. Instead, we can transform private 
terror into a kind of public sanctuary. In Bersani and 
Phillips’ example, Isabel Archer realizes in the flash 
of a moment at the Palazzo Roccanera that her world 
is not quite right and she retreats as her world moves 
increasingly, insistently inward. However, taking 
Bersani and Phillips seriously allows for a reorienting 
of that moment that does not give in to the inexorability 
of the inward turn. Stranger intimacy suggests that 
intimate invasions might become a resource for 
living in displacement. For Bersani and Phillips, 
depersonalizing the past demands reimagining it in 
order to craft an intimacy that is not based on any 
singular story. “Coffee at Mr. Chin’s” might be easily 
read as a celebration of hybridity and multiculturalism. 
The china teapot lid is jauntily perched on the pitchers 
of coffee at the “Bunn-o-matic” warmer station. In 
the background, the coffee station is flanked by a 
repurposed Chinese mooncake tin and a box of Red 
Rose tea, that great commodity of British imperial 
histories. However, it is also an image that recalibrates 
intimacy by depersonalizing it. These objects, and the 
histories that they signal, belong to everyone and to no 
one. They offer a powerful, collective form of uncanny 
inhabitation. No matter which side of the swinging 
kitchen door you occupy, there is some kind of a déjà 
vu here for you. 
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Notes
1 Nyan Shah explores this concept in Stranger Intimacy: 
Contesting Race, Sexuality, and the Law in the North 
American West as do I in my article “Intimacy Among 
Strangers: Anticipating Citizenship in Chinese Head Tax 
Photographs.”

RECALIBRATING INTIMACY: 
TEMPORALITIES OF THE RURAL IN ELYSE BOUVIER’S CHINESE RESTAURANT PHOTOGRAPHS
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