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“Framings” 
Curatorial Statement by Katherine Behar

“There is a center but the center is empty.” 
—Lydia Davis, “The Center of the Story” (quoted 
in Gabriela Vainsencher’s Negative Capability) 

The New Media Artspace is proud to present 
Gabriela Vainsencher: Inheritance, a solo exhibition 
of single-channel videos alongside sculptural and 
photographic media. Inheritance brings together 
four video works created between 2014 and 2016 
(exhibited in-person and online), in particular 
one created through dialog with her mother. 
These works are accompanied by details of one 
of Vainsencher’s large-scale ceramic works from 
2021 (exhibited online only) created after she 
became a mother herself, as well as artifacts of 
her practice (exhibited in-person only), including 
ceramics and photographic props that appear in 
the videos and provide context for these works. 
The exhibition sets a frame for understanding 
Vainsencher’s work over this span of several 
years, and that work in turn is enframed by her 
experiences being Jewish, Israeli, Argentine, 
trilingual, an immigrant—and no less, being a 
daughter and a mother. 

Emerging from this intersectional inherited 
identity, Vainsencher’s feminist artistic practice 
highlights learning as a non-hierarchical 
collective process. This extends to an emphasis 
on community, on text and commentary such 
as the Talmudic practice of framing a text with 
other texts, and on learning from one’s elders 

and learning together, all of which Vainsencher 
attributes to Jewish traditions. Vainsencher’s 
creative process revolves around dialog, textual 
commentary, and collaboration. In turn, this 
“revolving” is literalized in the forms of her videos 
and sculptures, which are continually circling 
around, looping, swerving, turning, and not quite 
returning. From speech comes stutters, from touch 
comes porosity, from openings come closures, 
from surfaces come circularity, from daughters 
come mothers. Vainsencher’s works are always 
coming around again with layered meanings, 
which the artist holds open to make space for 
interpretation and transformation.

Negative Capability begins with a shot of the 
upper torso of a woman (the artist) wearing a 
black shirt and nearly disappearing against a 
black background. Her hands and throat, exposed 
above the neckline and below the sleeves or her 
garment, are the only parts of her body that are 
visible against the black void. Also visible is an 
object, a cylindrical ceramic sculpture, which 
she holds with both hands in front of her chest 
at the dead center of the frame. She rotates this 
object aiming its mouth at the camera, and in 
sync the video image moves in and out of focus, 
as though by manipulating the hollow sculpture 
she controls the focal ring on the lens. After a 
few turns, an older woman’s voice commences 
a one-sided conversation, speaking in Hebrew 
which at times gives way to Spanish, while white 
subtitles in English pop up in staccato rhythms 
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of short phrases usually offset toward the bottom 
or sides of the frame. The cryptic narration mixes 
anecdotes, metaphors, humor, and wisdom. 
Generally, it seems to concern coming to terms 
with what isn’t known or knowable, what may or 
may not happen. Eventually it becomes evident 
that the narrator is discussing her practice as a 
psychoanalyst.

Like talk therapy itself, once it begins the voice 
doesn’t stop. Instead, the image shifts: hands, 
always doing, manipulate rolling and sliding 
abstract ceramic forms; a throat swallows; the 
figure hides behind masks; more cylindrical forms 
rotate around her missing head, obscuring it; 
hands attempt to piece two ceramic fragments 
together to form a circle, but the gaps are too 
wide to close its loop and any way she turns the 
fragments spans only half the curve. 

Eventually the narrator explains the meaning 
of the phrase “negative capability,” a concept 
introduced by the poet Keats to refer to “the 
ability to be suspended in not knowing, … not 
having closure … not doing.” The narrator praises 
this difficult work of keeping things unknown, 
not rushing to closure. Finally, after the figure 
disappears and against an image of undulating 
waves, comes a question from the narrator, 
the artist’s mother, who asks “What’s this all 
about Gabriela?” and then—like the analyst 
she is—begins to speculate as to her daughter’s 
motivations, but—like the mother she is—with 
laughter. 

On one level, Negative Capability explores 
intergenerational communication and 
miscommunication. The psychoanalyst mother 
works in her medium—talking and words—while 
the artist daughter works in her medium—images 
and objects. The two parts never quite align in 
form; yet, in content they are in uncannily perfect 
alignment. This is because on another level, the 

1  Gabriela Vainsencher, “Negative Capability,” Master of Fine Arts Thesis (Hunter College of the City University of New York, 2016).

piece compares how mother and daughter both 
contend with something similar in the different 
work they do. Both engage a process. Both allow 
space for an empty center—the unknown that 
must be held in abeyance to keep a process—
whether creative or therapeutic—richly alive. 
Vainsencher has written about the how analysis 
and art share an investment in interpretation.1 For 
each, the empty center holds an elusive meaning 
that can’t be arrived at or even articulated, or 
else the artwork would be trite, or else the self-
realization would be too pat, or worse externalized 
(as the mother points out in her first lines). 

Negative Capability originated in audio recordings 
of phone conversations between the artist and her 
mother, which she first painstakingly transcribed, 
then translated, then remixed. Only at the last 
step did she abandon her devotion to faithfully 
conveying her mother’s words. In this artfully 
(re)interpreted conversation with her mother, 
Vainsencher emphasizes a process giving rise to a 
collectively authored frame circling an unknown, 
which she likens to the Gamra page in Talmudic 
traditions. At the center of a Gamra page sits holy 
text, and enframing that text are other texts 
consisting in mutable commentary. In the case 
of Negative Capability, the mother’s text lies at 
the center, and the framing commentary, open 
to interpretation, is the artwork that emerges 
from the daughter’s reworking. This encircling 
processing of a holy or wholly unknowable 
connects psychoanalytic process and artistic 
process, as both attempt to apprehend something 
intangible at their heart. 

The complementarity of two disciplines in Negative 
Capability is explored figuratively in the next 
video, Duet, which features another collaborator 
of Vainsencher’s, the dancer and choreographer 
Leslie Satin. Satin faces the camera with the tight 
frame grazing her forehead and chin. Her face 
is in slow but constant motion. As she moves 
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her head side to side, like indicating a silent 
“no,” the camera swivels on a tripod, mimicking 
her movement. The duet unfolds as parallel 
movements between the discipline of performance 
represented by Satin, and the discipline of video, 
represented by Vainsencher’s camera.

In this duet, the empty center is where the 
dancer’s gaze and the gaze of the lens intersect. 
Continuing the themes of Negative Capability, 
Satin’s solemn refusal suggests a negation, while 
both the shaking head and the panning camera 
follow the arc of a semicircle. Combined, the two 
might make a complete circle, but instead they 
draw attention to the empty space between the 
performer and the lens. The simple eloquence of 
Duet is to hold empty that space between them, 
which is Vainsencher’s invitation for the viewer 
to fill in their own experience.2 Vainsencher’s 
intention is to make room for the viewer, which 
she understand requires an artist not take up all 
of the space herself, burdening an artwork with 
overprescribed meaning. Following the garrulous 
Negative Capability, this silent video might even be 
interpreted as its inverse. Whereas Vainsencher’s 
mother only speaks and never appears in Negative 
Capability, Satin’s face embodies the frame as she 
shakes her head “no” in a refusal to speak. 

Satin appears again in Leslie Across the Floor. Again, 
much as Negative Capability locates a common 
ground between artistic and psychoanalytic 
process, Leslie Across the Floor explores a feature 
in common between the two collaborators’ 
disciplines, video and dance. Both utilize entrances 
and exits and the choreography of this video is 
reduced to exactly that. Satin enters from the left 
side of the frame, inchworming on her back along 
the floor until she exits at the frame’s right side. 
Unlike Duets which focuses exclusively on Satin’s 
face, here her head is turned away from the camera 
so that her face is never visible. The movement 
of her body is exaggerated by foley audio which 

2  Gabriela Vainsencher, interviewed by the author, online, July 5, 2023. 

unexpectedly substitutes the sound of dragging 
heavy metal in place of the softer sounds of cloth 
and flesh on floor. 

Entrances and exits, and the anticipation they 
entail, are performed again in the last video, 
Here It Comes but this time the performer is the 
ocean. Recalling the final watery image of Negative 
Capability, this video shows waves lapping against 
a coast. As the waves slowly roll in, choruses of 
whispers repeat “Here it comes” overlapping with 
“It’s coming.” Just as the ocean’s waves never 
stop, the anticipation never reaches a conclusion. 
Instead, this video holds our attention, like the 
voices hold their breath and gasp for air. The 
empty center of Here It Comes is that which might 
come, which might fill in what’s missing from an 
evacuated center constantly being washed away, 
sucked back to sea like the vacuumed void of 
undertow.

In the online version of the exhibition, each video 
is bordered by close detail images from one of 
Vainsencher’s largescale ceramic works, Mom. 
The sculpture itself is a wall-scaled relief work 
showing a twisting looping, many-limbed figure. 
Created after the birth of Vainsencher’s first 
child, Mom shows the many roles she takes on as a 
daughter turned mother to a daughter. As though 
pulled in many directions, the clay surface bears 
the touch of a million clamoring fingerprints. The 
deeply textured surfaces recall the busy hands 
manipulating clay objects in Negative Capability. In 
Mom, hands are also constantly doing things, now 
cooking, shampooing, and carrying. In Inheritance, 
the textures of Mom mimic the enframing form 
of the Gamra page, also becoming a frame for the 
video works Vainsencher created as her mother’s 
daughter.

Many of the works in the exhibition take the 
visual shape of a frame: from the hollow ceramic 
cylinders and circles in Negative Capability, to the 
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panning semi-circle arcs gestured in Duet, to 
the bracketing device of entrances and exits that 
motivate Leslie Across the Floor, to the anticipation 
that holds attention in Here It Comes, to the 
curatorial decision to use the textures of Mom as 
a border around video works. These enframing 
forms make reference to the Talmud which 
inspires the design of the Inheritance exhibition. 
They also function much like a family does—they 
encircle, enshrine, and protect something precious 
at the center.

Vainsencher is also inspired by the Jewish practice 
of learning together, Be’Tzavta, which she loosely 
translates as “as a team; together.” Be’Tzavta 
involves reading as a group and discussing a 
text while seated together in a circle, a practiced 
she was introduced to by the artist Ofri Cnaani’s 
feminist reading group at AIR gallery. Once 
again, “there is a center but the center is empty.” 
Vainsencher consciously connects Be’Tzavta to the 
anti-hierarchical feminist approaches she applies 
throughout her work. At Baruch, she will present 
a special participatory performance of Here It 
Comes that literally embodies Be’Tzavta circular 
communal form. Additionally, at the New Media 
Artspace in-person exhibition, she shares several 
of the artifacts and process pieces that contribute 
to her work, inviting viewers into her process by 
creating an intimate learning community in the 
Newman Library. Mirroring the Gamra page and 
the Be’Tzavta practices, encircling text and (re)
interpretive commentary underpin Vainsencher’s 
process at every level. In Inheritance, these are 
continually come around, revolving and enframing 
through the artist’s reinventions, reincarnations, 
and inheritances.

This exhibition is generously sponsored by the 
Sandra Kahn Wasserman Jewish Studies Center 
under the directorship of Dean Jessica Lang. 
Gabriela Vainsencher: Inheritance is curated by 
Katherine Behar, Professor in the Fine and 

Performing Arts Department in the Weissman 
School of Arts and Sciences, Baruch College, 
CUNY and is produced by the New Media Artspace 
Student Docent Team. The exhibition is made 
possible by further support from the Baruch 
Computing and Technology Center (BCTC), the 
Weissman School of Arts and Sciences, and the 
Newman Library. All images appear courtesy of the 
artist. 

Artist Bio

Gabriela Vainsencher was born in Buenos Aires, 
raised in Tel Aviv, and currently lives in Montclair. 
She received her MFA from Hunter College, CUNY 
in 2016. Past solo and two-person exhibitions 
include Asya Geisberg gallery (solo) CRUSH 
Curatorial gallery, NY, NY, A.I.R. Gallery, Brooklyn, 
NY (solo), Hanina Gallery, Tel Aviv, Israel; 
Musée d’Art Moderne André Malraux, Le Havre, 
France; Parker’s Box Gallery, Brooklyn, NY and La 
Chambre Blanche, Québec City, Canada (solo).

Her work has been included in group exhibitions 
including Marisa Newman Projects, NY, NY, 
Bergamo Modern and Contemporary Art, Italy; 
Kunstforening, Tromsø, Norway; Pierogi gallery, 
Brooklyn, NY, The Freies Museum, Berlin and 
The National Gallery of Saskatchewan, Canada. 
Residencies include Yaddo, The Atlantic Center for 
the Arts, Byrdcliffe Artist Residency, Woodstock 
(USA), Triangle Arts Association (France), and La 
Chambre Blanche (Canada).

Vainsencher is the founder of the Morning 
Drawing Residency. Her writings about art have 
appeared in Hyperallergic, Title Magazine, and 
Tohu magazine. She occasionally teaches art 
at Williams College, and the Macaulay Honors 
College at Hunter College, CUNY. 
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Duet features Leslie Satin, a dancer, choreographer, and 
professor at New York University. Satin and Vainsencher 
met at Yaddo in 2009 and have worked together on several 
projects since. To make this work, Vainsencher  positioned 
her camera on a tripod in front of Satin, and started swivel-
ing it from side to side, in a panning shot. She asked Satin to 
move her head from side to side, like a slow-motion “no”, 
always in opposition to the direction in which the camera on 
the tripod was swiveling. The result is a slightly sea-sick-
ness-inducing duet. The work seems to be in a repetitive 
loop, but in fact, each repetition is cut closer to the end of 
the single-shot work, so that with each iteration Satin is 
closer to finishing her movement. The very last iterations are 
only a few seconds long. Continuing the themes of Negative 
Capability, Satin’s solemn refusal suggests a negation, while 
both the shaking of the head and the panning of the cam-
era follow the arc of a semicircle. Combined, the two might 
make a complete circle, but instead they draw attention to 
the empty space between the performer and the lens.

Negative Capability started from the soundtrack: an au-
dio-collage, which Vainsencher created out of recordings of 
conversations with her mother, a Uruguayan psychoanalyst 
who lives in Israel, over the course of one year. She cut and 
rearranged her mother’s words, sometimes creating a new 
sentence out of many disparate ones, sometimes leaving 
whole minutes untouched. She even made a song out of her 
mother’s “ehh”s and “uh”s. What remains is a monologue 
that turned out to be equally about her mother’s process as 
an analyst and her own process as an artist. The title of the 
work refers to the words the English poet John Keats used to 
describe Shakespeare’s ability to inhabit the minds of char-
acters so disparate and far from his own. The psychoanalyt-
ical theorist Wilfred Bion borrowed Keats’ phrase to describe 
the analyst’s single most important ability—to be able to 
exist in a state of not-knowing, in order to arrive at a deeper 
understanding. Vainsencher joins this chain by pointing out 
the importance of this same ability in the creative process.N
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The process for Leslie Across the Floor started from Vain-
sencher’s encounter with Leslie Satin, a dancer and chore-
ographer who studied with Merce Cunningham and teaches 
at New York University. In this work Vainsencher explores a 
parallel between video and dance: entrances and exits. Both 
the traditional dance stage and the cinematic frame have 
edges which one must exit and enter. These points of entry 
and departure also stand in for the narrative’s edges: the 
beginning and the end. To create the choreography for this 
video, Vainsencher asked Satin to improvise a movement 
which was an entrance that turns into an exit. Satin laid on 
her back and Vainsencher laid down on her stomach with the 
camera at floor-height to shoot Satin entering then leav-
ing the frame, like a worm inching in reverse. The process 
continued second phase in the process happened in Vain-
sencher’s studio, where she replaced the video’s soundtrack. 
Instead of the sound of a soft body being pushed/dragged 
across a polished wood floor, she recorded, in synchronicity 
with Satin’s movements, the sound of what she imagined 
Richard Serra’s sculptures—which are made of forged steel 
and weigh many tons—would sound like when dragged 
across an industrial cement floor.
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Here It Comes began with a short video of gentle waves which 
Vainsencher had shot on the shallow end of a beach in Le 
Havre, France. She replaced the sounds of the ocean with 
a soundtrack made by recording her own voice whispering 
two overlapping sentences, repeated many times: “Here it 
comes” and “It’s coming.” Vainsencher aimed to make a 
replica of the ocean’s sounds with her voice, evoking some-
thing between anticipation and anxiety. For the artist, it 
would be “ridiculous” to feel these emotions in front of such 
a calm sea, but as she points out, isn’t the internal landscape 
always more powerful than the external one?


