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What are we supposed to do with Hitler’s childhood? Maybe we 
will discover that Hitler had some problems with his mother, or 
father, and this will permit us to engender—harmoniously, if I can 
say so—the killing, the mass murders, the destruction of six million 
people and many others. Well this is what I mean by obscene, 
because there is such a discrepancy, such a gap between 
the originary scene in Hitler’s life and the result. It is the 
same in the historical discipline, because usually when people 
want to understand—when they don’t understand precisely the 
obsenity of the project of understanding—they start in 1933 or 
even earlier, talking about volkisch [folk] ideologies, the Jewish 
Spirit opposed to the German one, etcetera, or the image of the 
father in Hitler’s mind....Between all these conditions—which were 
necessary conditions maybe, but they were not sufficient—between 
these conditions and the gassing of three thousand persons, 
men, women, children, in a gas chamber, all together, there is an 
unbreachable discrepancy. It is simply not possible 
to engender one out of the other. There is no solution of 
continuity between the two; there is rather a gap, an 
abyss, and this abyss will never be bridged. (Italics 
in the original.)

Claude Lanzmann, The Obscenity of Understanding, in Trauma: Explorations in 
Memory, edited, with introductions, by Cathy Caruth. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1995, p. 206. [This essay is a transcription of Lanzmann’s talk at the 
Western New England Institute for Psychoanalysis in April, 1990.]

Claude Lanzmann created the film, Shoah, in 1985. I attended “An Evening with Claude Lanzmann” at 
Sprague Memorial Hall, Yale University on May 4th, 1986.
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Introduction

The images throughout this introduction are a partial visual history of the 
evolution of this artist’s book.

A work of art is always born of a conversation—between idea and medium above all. 
The words I have written and the quotations and images placed in this artist’s book 
over the past twenty years have been such a conversation. The form and the idea 
learned from each other, adapted to each other, evolved together. Designers drop 
text into a template after the text is written. This text was never written in that sense. 
Finding and juxtaposing the quotations and the images has been one of the great 
pleasures of my life. I have learned and enjoyed. This book is my trellis.

I have collected heroes, among other things. Somewhere between the ancient 
Greeks and their gods were their larger-than-life heroes. My heroes include Santiago 
Ramón y Cajal, Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Lucy Dawidowicz, Danielle Bassett, 
D. O. Hebb, Evelyn Fox Keller, Louis Menand, Roberto Cazzolla Gatti, Yehuda Bauer, 
Niles Eldredge, Susan Handelman, José Faur, Nancy K. Miller, Edmond Jabès, and 
Michele Harper.

Fig. 1. From 1977 to 
2000 I painted on rag 
board (mostly mat 
centers that framers had 
tossed). I wrote poems 
with many, though I 
always matted them 
close. Sometimes I wrote 
the poems on the mats.

At what 
point does color
become feeling,
thought, or whatever
it is human 
woman beings do?

If it’s good enough to do
once it’s good 
enough to do 
well.

Dated December 25, 
1990. Later, I named it 
Twin Towers.
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My heroes cut through the mental muck. I can hear their hearts beating. They have 
a kindness that has a kinship with truth. I don’t know much about many of them. At 
some point along the path, they made a difference for me. They write, each in his 
or her field, with common sense. They cut to the core with their reasoning and with 
something else: Call it empathy, call it humanity, call it the truth. I find new heroes all 
the time. Yesterday I learned about Gregg Popovich, coach of the San Antonio Spurs 
basketball team. He said very simply that President Trump needed only to say that 
black lives matter. (lowercase). How brilliant and clear.

I thank my dear friends and family, who have rooted me on, especially over the last 
three years. These are the bulwark, with or without the gap. Yet they have all shared in 
the gap story. They care about me, and they care about the book. I am very lucky.

There is a danger in enumerating; inevitably someone important is left out. Monica 
Cooper, Gayle Weiss, Stephanie Kanwit, Nina Randolph, Liz Werby, Karen Boyd, 
Adele Geffen Eil, Arlene Hall Nassar, Zari Mohaved, Rachel Ritvo, Michael Dennis; 
my cousins Lory Brenner and Marion Quinn—I couldn’t have done it without you. 
My husband, Allan Greenberg, has been handing me metaphorical Gatorade and 
energy bars for years now. With his great eye and great questions, he has provided 
comfort and inspiration. My generous daughter, Hannah, is simply the best. I rely 
on my  brilliant sister and brother, Ruth Epstein and Dan Seligson, for, among other 
things, good judgment and humor. My dear stepchildren, Johanna, Peter, Ruth, and 
Sarah Greenberg, and their children, Josh, Gemma, Tristan, Lachlan, Cybele, Rebecca, 
and Jonathan, make our lives so much brighter. My nieces and nephews, Alex, Lizzie, 
Katherine, and Marianne Epstein and Rachel, Matthew, and Anna Seligson, are so 
much fun.

I thank the army of incredibly talented people who have brought this artist’s book 

Fig. 1a. ca. 1980. 
handwritten “Poetic 
Etymology,” replete with 
tabs for each word.
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to press. David Elwell edited the book, researched innumerable sources, and 
thought through countless knotty points. I depended on him for his common sense, 
publishing experience, and kind patience. He possesses the rare talent that combines 
a lifetime of experience in publishing with the mental flexibility to help me fit my 
outside-the-box book for an academic press. Anything that strays from the norm is 
my fault. Katherine Flanigan’s design, image-management, and organizational skills 
helped at crucial points to make this book happen.  She instinctively knew what the 
book was. Audrey Lovegren, Alicia Di Piero, Robin Sand, Rory Maxwell, Merrideth 
Miller, Janet Martinez, Rosa Yang, Carolina Delgadillo, Hannah Holden, and Barb 
Mulligan, thank you for your tireless efforts. I have been honored and blessed to work 

with you. Thank you Matt W. and Matt D. for your kindness keeping the boat afloat. 
I owe so much of whatever Jewish learning I might have to the Westville Shabbat 
Study Group, who shared their tables, their kindness, and their great erudition when 
Hannah and I lived in Westville, CT, from 1983 to 1989.

Fig. 2. 1983: From 
“Poetic Etymology”—
attempting to show 
the links among 
Hebrew (and some 
English) words.
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How can one thank one’s parents enough? David Seligson and Harriet Tutelman 
Seligson, may their memories be a blessing. May I bring forward something great that 
they have given me. How much did they tolerate! How much did they love.

Cambridge Scholars Publishing
Cambridge Scholars Publishing offered me a contract in the late fall of 2017, though 
I did not sign it until the next spring. I signed on, knowing the press could print 
the images only in gray scale, in a book format of about 5 by 8 inches (Fig. 16) and 
with very standard typeface and formatting. I spent a good part of 2018 simplifying 
the visual part of the manuscript to work with CSP’s capabilities. Still, in what felt 
like hundreds of e-mails I pushed for all kinds of format changes that varied from 
the press’s standard format. I can’t think of one thing they refused to do. Then, by 
accident, I came across CSP books in color and in a larger format.

Rebecca couldn’t have been more gracious, patient, and accommodating to this 
project. Over the following two years, she got approval for printing this book in full 
color, in A4 format (approximately 8.3 by 11.7 inches), in my beloved Avenir Next 
font. CSP agreed to the placement of slightly abridged footnotes directly under 
quotations, with the full references in the bibliography. I reintroduced the text 
variations in font size and color; I narrowed the column width, leaving only the images 
at the traditional page margin. I am very grateful. The book is so much more what I 
had hoped than what I initially expected. Things don’t often turn out that way.

One thing happened on my way to finishing this manuscript: I began to trust my 
judgment. I realized that, in part, judgment is a muscle that requires exercise. I 

Fig 4.1998: An attempt at a drawn, rather than computer-generated, poetic-etymology compendium. This is what I call my 
Casaubon complex.
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started using mine more and more, practicing making decisions. This sounds either 
ridiculous or rudimentary. I think I had succumbed long ago to a female way of 
deferring. One could say that it reduced conflict, yes. But something else was going 
on. Making judgments is very difficult. I’ve asked too many waiters about the best 
dessert and too many assistants for formatting advice.

COVID-19. I am finishing this manuscript in COVID time. It is very painful not to hug 
my two grandchildren. Yet I spend a lot of my day by myself during the best of times. I 
love to go to my studio and see what happens. 

There is simply too much needless suffering going on. It is very painful to see and to 
remember that a lot of it was going on before COVID. Hunger? Really? When are we 
going to hear our better angels?

In a Nutshell

There have always been gaps, but a focus on the space between things, whether 
between neurons, quotations, or the torn fragments of a collage, is new. It is modern; 
it is virtually synonymous with modernity. I see 1900 as a watershed for gap thinking. 

Fig. 4a. 2000: Existential 
Anxiety, graphite on rag 
board, approximately 5 × 
6 in. I gave up trying to make 
a comprehensive poetic-
etymology study. Instead, 
I did drawings that each 
showed one tiny part of the 
story. At this point I began 
painting on rigid panels, 
rather than rag board, and no 
longer wrote poems with the 
paintings. The text and the 
paintings separated.
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Several different processes accelerated around that time. As modernity approached, 
many independent strands of gap thought and experience interwove more 
intricately. The gap is a phenomenon that crosses the boundaries of neuroscience, 
rabbinic thinking, modern literary criticism, the structure of matter, literature, art, 
popular culture, … well, everything. 

Formulating theories, the central endeavor of the accelerating scientific revolution, 
meant finding narratives that connected, or crossed the gaps between, all the data 
points. The discovery of the building blocks of matter and of life, from atomic and 
quantum theory to the neuron theory, are gap stories. Max Planck identified the 
quantum in 1900. In 1897, J. J. Thomson discovered the electron. In the early 1890s, 
Cajal was the first to see the gap between nerve cells. The resulting neuron theory 
established the discrete, independent existence of brain cells. It turns out that the 
synaptic gap is key to the brain’s complexity.

In art, impressionists were breaking up the painting surface into dots in the 1880s, 
with inevitable gaps between them. Auguste Rodin was calling his limbless figures 
complete sculptures. In 1912, Pablo Picasso invented the collage (in Western culture) 
by juxtaposing scraps of newsprint and printed linoleum in a single work. I ask why 
the advent of collage coincided with the use of words and images in a single work of 
art. Text/image art imposes a kind of gap thinking on the viewer, who must alternate 
between semantic and visual thinking. Modernity itself is a gap story, for it is often 
characterized as a break. Modern and contemporary art are full of gap stories, for 

Fig. 5. 2000: Bitter 
Herbs, graphite on 
rag paper (detail).
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juxtaposition of materials and shapes becomes a defining feature.

African and African American quilt making, sculpture, music, and other artistic 
techniques entered more and more into Western culture. These visual and musical 
structures focus on juxtaposition, thus weaving in yet another gap strand.

In literature, Stéphane Mallarmé’s juxtapositional, elliptical poetry of the 1870s–1890s 
released a new creative energy. Women are often represented by a gap. As they 
entered more and more into public life at the turn of the twentieth century, their gap 
story became more prevalent. The emancipation of the Jews in Western Europe in 
the late nineteenth century introduced rabbinic juxtapositional methods of textual 

interpretation into mainstream secular culture. The rabbis, as they focused on the 
space between letters and between creator and created, viewed the Hebrew Bible as 
a gap story.

I see these individual stories as strands in a weaving. They have mostly been separate 
for most of human history but start to interweave and intertwine in more and more 
intricate patterns around 1900. The gap is overdetermined; it has multiple causes. 
If it hadn’t been women’s entry into public life, it would have been integration of 
Jews into European culture that brought the gap into focus. If it hadn’t been the 
discovery of the synapse, it would have been the fracturing of the painting surface 
first by impressionism, then by collage. And so on. But with all these strands, each 

Fig. 6. 2000–2001: 
Civilization, graphite 
drawing, Secrets/Textual 
Intercourse series.
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strengthening with its own momentum, a new picture of reality began to form.

From there, other gap issues emerged. What did Jacques Derrida mean when he 
focused on the gap between writing and speech? What were the consequences 
of Charles Darwin’s focus on the “missing link”—the gap in the fossil record of an 
intermediate form between apes and humans? How was Sigmund Freud’s theory of 
dream interpretation connected with the rabbinic distinction between the Oral and 
the Written Torah? Why did some find the gap the place of greatest of creativity and 
others the place of terror?

Weaving became a gap subject. Weaving is a construction method in which single 
strands combine to form a beautiful and a strong structure, yet in which each of the 
strands remains separate. However small, the gaps between the threads of warp 
and woof always remain. The Latin word for weaving is textum. In what way is a text 
woven, in what way are brains woven? Derrida asked, “What is a text, and what must 
the psyche be for it to be represented by a text?” What must the psyche be for it to 
be represented by a text/weaving? Then there is a gap between brain and psyche 
(mind).

History
The more I think about it, the more I see the arc of my work as a dialogue between 
text and image. I remember the thrill when Beth Saidel and I hung my paintings 
among the books and manuscripts of Radcliffe’s Schlesinger Library in 1997 for a solo 
show in conjunction with my 25th Harvard/Radcliffe reunion. I still have a flow chart 
from a 1970 tutorial graphically portraying Thorstein Veblen’s theory of conspicuous 
leisure.

I didn’t see the strands clearly at the beginning. I saw gap phenomena in different 
fields—Freud’s dream interpretation, rabbinic juxtaposition and wordplay, Planck’s 
quantum, Dmitri Mendeleev’s periodic table, Walter Benjamin’s composition by 
quotation. The chapter “Text as a Brain/Brain as a Text” has been in the book since 

Fig. 7. 2001: Secrets—a book of 
nine pigment prints, made in 
collaboration with bookmaker 
Michael Dennis and Adamson 
Editions, Washington, DC.
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at least 2007.  But only in the last three years did I see the strands weaving together. 
I think of the masterpiece that Arachne wove in her competition with Athena—full of 
lifelike figures, metaphors, and symbols. These were gramma, the Greek word for 
writing, but in this case, they were images. Gramma is thought to derive from grapho, 
ancient Greek for writing letters or drawing. Image and text are themselves strands, 
though they may be derived from a single root.

In 1970–1971, I spent six months in an intensive Hebrew language study ulpan on 
Kibbutz Sdot Yam. We studied four hours a day and worked in the pardes (orchard) or 
children’s houses the other four. I had had a couple of Hebrew lessons as a child, but 
shalom was pretty much the extent of my vocabulary when I arrived in the fall of 1970, 
taking a year off from Harvard/Radcliffe. I quickly developed a passion for Hebrew 
and its three-letter roots. I was not the least religious; I never had a bat mitzvah, and 
the last synagogue I remember was in Philadelphia on Simhat Torah (I was probably 
six years old).

The Hebrew roots were mathematical. I couldn’t get enough of them. A decade later 
I embarked on what I thought of as an experiment to be more religious and began 
studying biblical texts. That was about the time I gave birth to my daughter, Hannah, 
in 1982. Around 1980 I had begun a project that I called “Poetic Etymology” (see 
Fig. 2). It was the beginning of a vast work that showed the relationships among all 

Fig.  8. 2001: Fire/Men, 
pigment print, 8.5 × 11 in. 
The first color text drawing, 
done for the Reactions 
exhibition at Exit Art 
Gallery, New York City: 
artists’ responses to 9/11. 
The exhibition traveled and 
is now in the collection of 
the Library of Congress.
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Hebrew words and the texts in which they were embedded. It included words in 
which the letters had been rearranged. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, in his mid-
nineteenth-century Torah commentary, often explicated words by introducing related 
words whose letters were similar or had been transposed. I was quite taken with 
Aryeh Kaplan’s writing about Abraham Abulafia. I still am. Rabbi Kaplan’s Meditation 
and Kabbalah was first published in 1982.

In the late 1990s the attempt at a poetic-etymology encyclopedia morphed into small 
graphite text drawings (see Fig. 4). I realized that all the strands I saw would never fit 
in the structure I had devised. In the first drawing of this era, I played with the Hebrew 
word maror, bitter herbs, the ones eaten on Passover to remember the suffering of 
the slaves in Egypt. It linked to moreh, meaning teacher, which could also be read as 
the Hebrew word for rebellion. Rashi linked moreh to the Greek word for fool (see 
Fig. 5). This was fun. Most fundamentally, I am an artist. 

In 2000, I showed these drawings and many of the paintings and pigment prints I 
had been making in a show at Washington Hebrew Congregation. At the opening, 
a guest asked me what the connection was between the hard-edged geometry of 
the paintings and the free-flowing text drawings. How could one person have done 
both? I immediately replied, “Juxtaposition.” The rest is (my) history: Juxtaposition of 
color blocks, juxtaposition of the threads of text. That is what I had been doing for 
years. Within a couple of months, I had collected about 150 images and a group of 
quotations that told the basic gap story. I gave a talk at the synagogue in conjunction 
with the exhibition. The title I had given it was “Breaking the Mold,” but the talk I gave 

Fig. 9. 2002: Collaboration 
with Diana Apalategui.
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was about the gap. After about 45 minutes, the moderator’s husband got up and 
said dismissively that the audience would be more interested in hearing about my 
painting practice. Crazy as it seems now, I was crushed. Many of the slides from that 
aborted talk are in this artist’s book (Betye Saar, Chinese calligraphic paintings, Stuart 
Davis, Nancy Spero), as are many of the quotations: Freud’s “something is missing”; 
Leo Steinberg’s “discontinuity principle” for Picasso’s method of composition; Jarislav 
Pelikan’s florilegium, or bouqet of quotations; Benjamin’s quotation as the building 
block of his writing; Cajal’s discrete neuron as the building block of the brain.  I called 
it “The Gap—a Mosaical,” playing on the strange coincidence of mosaic as in tiles 
placed next to each other and Mosaic, as in the Mosaic code, the basic laws of human 
social existence.

In 2001, after returning from visiting Hannah in London and reading Henry James’s 
Wings of the Dove, I began the Secrets series of austere graphite drawings. I wanted 
to show the structural similarities between certain passages in Wings and in the 
Hebrew Bible (see Fig. 6, 7).  For several years, I called the series Textual Intercourse, 
a phrase that emerged from one of the drawings. These were visual essays, 
equally meant to be read and to be seen. In 2008, my proposal for a talk and visual 
presentation about these drawings was accepted at “Jamesian Strands,” the Fourth 
International Henry James Society Conference. It was held in the summer of 2008 in 
Newport, RI. The talk was published as “Visual Intertextuality” in 2009 in the Henry 
James Review: “From the beginning, I saw these drawings as pictures of thinking. I 
saw the lines of text as neurons and the spaces between them as synaptic gaps. Just 
as a neurotransmitter fires across the gap, so do our thoughts and interpretations—
yours or mine—link these separate strands.” Yehudah Mirsky dubbed these drawings 
Visual Intertextuality. In 2009, I gave a different talk on these drawings at the American 
Literature Association Annual Conference in Boston.

In 2013 I gave a talk, “The Gap: The Synaptic Sign of Modernity,” at the Louisville 
Conference on Literature and Culture since 1900. That summer, I made the talk into 
a short video, which is still a good synopsis of the book. Yet so many threads have 
been intertwined since then. At that point, the gap story centered on the synaptic gap 

Fig. 10. In this November 
2007 draft, the book took 
on its current form.
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as the driving force of modernity. Even though I was determined to document rather 
than have a “little point,” as Vereker says in James’s The Figure in the Carpet, I started 
to have opinions.

In 2010 my friend sound artist Richard Chartier recommended me for a Smithsonian 
Artist Research Fellowship. I proposed a gap manuscript, using only images from 
the Smithsonian collections. Harry Cooper wrote a letter of recommendation for this 
project, saying, as he told me in an e-mail (November 24, 2010), “great proposal 
letter sent i told them this kind of idea comes along once in a generation and they 
better do the right thing.” Thank you, Harry. I had been curator-stalking Harry since 
2005, when he was a curator at Harvard’s Fogg Museum. By 2009, he had become 
the curator of modern art at the National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. I had sent 
him the video slideshow presentation at the 2008 Henry James Society Conference. 
He invited me to lunch at the National Gallery and showed me a book about the 
work of Sophie Calle. He got what I was doing. Even then, though, I didn’t realize how 
pervasive gap thinking was.

This was all while painting and showing at Anita Friedman Fine Arts in New York and 
the Jane Haslem Gallery in Washington. In 2016, I had a solo exhibition of paintings, 
A Gap Frame of Mind, at the Atheneum in Alexandria, VA, and also at Galérie Mourlot 
in New York City.

Introductions
I have more folders and files labeled “Gap intros” than I can count. I have a folder 
titled “GAP-versions, intros,” with files like “2000-THE GAP - A Mosaical, 2004-GAP 
ANXIETY, 2007-GAPS-horiz-11-16-07.” I have folders for my applications in 2007 
to the Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, in 2010 for a Smithsonian Artist 

Fig. 11. 2009: Leo Strauss 
and Maimonides—two texts 
on pleasure.
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Research Fellowship mentioned above, in 2015 to the 
Leonardo Series at MIT Press, and in 2017 for a Guggenheim 
Fellowship. As I reread them now, they all say the same thing. 
But the application is not the book is not the territory. The 
book is something else.

From the beginning, I imagined a museum exhibition 
emerging from the Gap project. I could see one that would 
use only the works from an institution’s collection, as in my 
Smithsonian Artist Research Fellowship proposal; one that 
would use many of the works included in this book; or one 
that would use some other group of images and objects. 
Friend curator Gayle Weiss encouraged me to send proposals 
to museums. I have a folder of 2002 letters to lots of heavy 
hitters. I wrote to Richard Flood, then chief curator at the 
Walker Art Center; Ruth Fine, then curator of modern prints 
and drawings at the National Gallery of Art; Ned Rifkin, then 
director of the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden; 
Jacqueline Days Serwer, then chief curator at the Corcoran 
Gallery of Art; and several more. I wrote to many publishers, 
including Walter Keller at Scalo Verlag; George Braziller, founder of George Braziller 
publishing house; and Roger Conover, then art, architecture, and design editor at the 
MIT Press. 

I received some polite, even interested letters, as well as a phone call(!) from George 
Braziller, of blessed memory, who had published, among other things, Henri Matisse’s 
great Jazz cutouts. Though I’m not sure he remembered, Mr. Braziller had responded 
to a letter I wrote to him in 1983, when I proposed that he publish an illuminated 
Book of Proverbs, with my commentary and the gorgeous calligraphy of my friend 
and collaborator Miriam Pollak. He invited us to meet with him in New York City, 
which we did. No publishing deal, but I hold a warm place in my heart for him. When 
we spoke about the gap book, he said that each chapter was a book in itself. If it was 
true then, kal v’homer, how much more so now. No doubt it was true then, but I’m not 

sure that was the obstacle to publication or to exhibition.

Since 1983, I’ve had a business that I called Illuminated Manuscript™. Persian 

Fig. 12. 2012: With claustrum—
the fuschia text that was to run 
through the entire chapter, 
as a meditation on the whole. 
Christof Koch and Francis Crick 
postulated that the claustrum 
was a central organizing section 
of the brain. The words here: 
“The world should begin with 
a secret, with a mystery. So we 
don’t understand everything. 
So there are gaps in our 
knowledge. That is our starting 
point. Why would I begin with 
Paul Valéry? When I chose the 
quotation ‘gaps are my …”

Fig. 11a. Christian Marriage Vows 
(detail), 19-color serigraph edition 
of 300, produced at Sirocco 
Screenprints, North Haven, CT, 
where Josef Albers made many of 
his serigraphs.
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Fig. 13. 2014: I switched 
from vertical to horizontal 
and back hundreds of 
times. This version justified 
the left page on the left and 
right page on the right. It 
was very pretty.

manuscript text/image integration and scale 
have been a constant inspiration. Miriam 
taught me Hebrew and English calligraphy. I 
designed, produced, and sold different kinds of 
illuminations: Diplo-Mats™, decorative mats for 
diplomas that included the translation of the Latin 
text in the border of the mat; Jewish marriage 
contracts and invitations;  a 19-color serigraph 
edition, Christian Marriage Vows.

How many gap intros can a person write? From 
one point of view, I am intro-ed out. From another, 
this book is not the same book I wrote twenty 
years ago, or even six months ago. Its bones are 

the same. The core of quotations and images is the same. Yet in the last year alone 
I have discovered so many artists’ work to enrich it, and so many thoughts—about 
Darwin or Karl Kraus, for instance—that I had not thought even six months ago. I plan 
to have a list of artists in the next edition. In addition, I have increasingly thought of 
these chapters as a series of gap stories.

It has been difficult to let it go. (Ask the army of great people helping me complete 
the permissions and the manuscript.) Will it ever be complete? At this point, the 

question is trite. This book is full of examples of incompleteness and even devotes a 
chapter to the subject. As it is said, art is not completed; it is simply abandoned. I am 
abandoning this book. I have to get back to painting.

Will I start a new image/writing project? I am still in the grip of the gap. Perhaps I will 
revise this book ad infinitum and republish it every so often. I like to think of Michel 
de Montaigne’s essays.  I have thousands of articles—many filed in hard copy, many in 
digital files, and many yet to be filed—about gender, income, generation, perception, 

Fig. 12a. 1984: Ketubah—traditional text (detail). 
Hand-colored serigraph. Illumination letters read, 
“I am for my beloved, my beloved is for me” 
(Song of Songs).
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health-care, security, and myriad other gaps. Many of these fall into the Daily Gap 
category. In my mind there is some line, though not absolute, between the gap 
quotations, stories, and images in this artist’s book and those that I think of as the 
daily gap. I started my Daily Gap blog (http://www.judithseligson.com/the-daily-gap) 
in 2006, but I rarely use it. Where is that line between gap and daily gap? I imagine 
that the issues in this book map the gap territory, whereas the daily gaps are more 
prosaic. But that is only approximate.

From my dear friend Roba Whiteley I learned to apply weeding and pruning to life. I 
mercilessly pruned a beloved but listless hibiscus last year. It grew; it bloomed. The 
right kind of pruning spurs growth. The brain performs synaptic pruning. “The entire 
process continues up until approximately 10 years of age by which time nearly 50% 
of the synapses present at 2 years of age have been eliminated” (E. Santos and C. A. 
Noggle, “Synaptic Pruning,” in Encyclopedia of Child Behavior and Development, ed. 
Sam Goldstein and Jack A. Naglieri [Boston: Springer, 2011]).

Things settle and subtly rearrange in the mind.  I often need to see them more 
than once—or a hundred times. I often think of reading a difficult text, whether a 
philosophic or a scientific article, as a puzzle all of whose pieces I do not have and 
won’t have immediately—maybe ever. If I can add a couple of pieces at one reading, 
I am happy. I’ll read it again, and more pieces will fit into place. Perhaps I learned 

something elsewhere that locates a puzzle piece. Or all the threads in my brain 
reorganized for some unrelated reason.

This book was built both by improvisation and by accretion. These are different, often 
contradictory methods. But that is the fun of it. Time helps locate the puzzle pieces. 
Letting the mind move from one thing to another can help too.

I love improvisation. I love it in jazz. I love it in dance. It is a virtuoso medium, like 
watercolor. Alex Short and I worked on our improvisational duets every week for 

Fig. 14. 2016: Considering 
publication of each chapter 
as a booklet, 6 × 10.5 in. 
page size.
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about three years, from 1998 to 2001 (Fig. 14a).  Alex was on the board of the Joy of 
Motion Dance Center in Washington, DC, so we enjoyed an enormous space there 

for one morning a week. We improvised duets to Oklahoma!, Kronos Quartet, Moby, 
Lounge Lizards, Matraca Berg, Mozart, and everything in between. I bought a video 
camera and tripod with money that my mother, who had died in 1996, had left me. 
We taped just about every session. I think of myself as a dancer, but how can I call 
myself a dancer? Dance is, among other things, about shape. I always come back to 
being an artist. Alex was trained in modern dance and music at Oberlin. He joined the 
Jane Franklin Dance Company about the time we stopped. Why did we stop?

Wordplay holds a place of honor in my thinking. First, I associate it with my mother. 
When one thing can mean two, the mind lights up. This is the subject of Freud’s Wit 
and Its Relation to the Unconscious, which I only very recently read. Jacques Lacan 
called it “the most unchallengeable of his works.”

Wordplay is a state of mind that may feel inspired. Connections are made that would 
not have occurred by a normal, logical process. In themselves, they give pleasure. 
Wordplay is a form of improvisation. It leads to the object of desire—whatever that 
might be. Freud can write that “the infantile is the source of the unconscious,” but 
why must this be true? The unconscious is much more interesting. Desire comes in so 
many forms. Poetry is a very concentrated form of wordplay.

If one takes a project off a timetable, then one can give the project all the time it 
needs—making it the only kind of project worth doing. Anxiety is a terrible obstacle to 
learning because learning comes in small steps. Sometimes one can jump over a lot 
of little steps, but the steps themselves are still small. I think of learning as weaving 
the brain, a trellis, a kind of loom, a structure that promotes growth.

Anagnorisis. Recognition. The state of going from ignorance to knowledge. It 
propelled Greek drama; it propels me. This moment of transition is a physical thrill. 

Fig 14a. ca. 2000: Alex Short 
and the author, screenshot 
from video. Improvisational 
duet pushing the boundaries of 
swing dancing.
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I begin in the morning ignorant of something’s existence; by the afternoon, light 
shines into some dark place in my brain—warm human light. I remember the day not 
long ago when one thing led to another to boro, the Japanese patchwork tradition. 
I just learned within this last minute of kintsugi, from a Left Side of Fashion posting 
on Medium: “The traditional Boro style takes old and mended garments and crafts 
them together into wholly unique and recognizable patchwork creations. But 
unlike Kintsugi, which turned into a fashion statement among the affluent, Boro was 
created out of necessity” (https://medium.com/@leftsideoffashion/the-traditional-

japanese-art-of-boro-is-experiencing-an-unexpected-resurgence-88149aebe6d7). 
This is something to go into more deeply. Boro, I think, is not necessarily only about 
necessity. I stopped at a certain point in each chapter. The thoughts I’ve written 
between the quotations are stopping places, not final conclusions. These thoughts 
are my attempts at explaining things to myself. Definitions are there because I need 
to know the precise boundaries of words.

Conversation. This is my subject and medium. I am interested in equal and opposite 
voices remaining distinct as they harmonize for each other. I wrote an article about 
my paintings in The Radcliffe Quarterly in 1992 called “Contrapuntal Painting.” The 
conversation in the Talmud between the scholars Hillel and Shammai has long been 
an inspiration. The law follows Hillel, but the opposing voice is equally recorded. 

Fig,15. 2017: A 
horizontal version, with 
a short summary on the 
cover page.
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Rabbinic Platonic dialogues. The quotations in this book are in dialogue with each 
other; they are not preselected to make a point.

This is an artist’s book. I wrote it and designed it in the same breath from the 
beginning. In 2001 I collaborated with Diana Apalategui, who at the time worked 
in my husband’s office, Allan Greenberg Architect. Diana and I produced what we 
called “12 pages” (see  Fig. 9). It still looks beautiful to me. In 2007 I came up with a 
format using Microsoft Word for the much-expanded manuscript. In both cases the 
quotations were on the left, the images on the right. 

At some point not long after that, my dear friend book designer and maker Michael 

Dennis said that I must learn Adobe InDesign and that he was going to teach me. 
Michael gave me two lessons; then it was need to know. As the internet got better at 
explaining things, I got better at doing things. Michael and I collaborated on Secrets, 
an artist’s book of nine drawings (black and white) and a portfolio box housing a suite 
of twelve pigment prints in color (see Fig. 7). We printed my text drawings on fabric 
for the covers. Text/textile.

I wrote the book from that point on in InDesign. That was a no-no. The standard 
protocol is to write the text in some word-processing program, edit it, and then 
drop it into an InDesign layout. That never made sense to me. The text and images 
were inextricably connected—visually and in every other way. There was no text 
independent of the format. No doubt, I took the long way round innumerable times. 
And there were innumerable times when I formatted and reformatted the gap book. 
Hundreds of versions, some with slight variations of point size, image size and 

Fig. 16. 2018: Chapter 1, black 
and white, 5 × 8 inch page—the 
only option available at the 
time I signed the contract.
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“
A lot of thought, obviously, has gone into this, and a 

lot of it is very practical, which is delightful because 

sometimes there seems to be a gap between 

technology, engineering, etc and the 

real world.  It seems that somebody has bothered to bridge the 

gap with this.”

    James Patterson, author, on promotional video for Amazon’s new reading device, Kindle, 2007  T H E  G A P
     

     
     

     
 da

ily Fig. 17. Daily Gap. I have 
collected thousands 
of articles that feature 
the word gap. I 
have distinguished 
these from the gap 

phenomena in the 
book. This quote hails 
the new Kindle (2007) 
as the device to bridge 
the  “gap between 
technology … and the 
real world.”

position, caption direction, page size and dimension, anything I could change.

I will say that I did not trust that I had found the format early on. The format is different 
now, but not by that much. One thing time has done is give me the confidence that 
this is the book I wanted to make, for better or for worse. Coming back to the same 
quotations and images over and over has given me confidence that this is the book 
I am writing. When I stop tweaking, I stop because I don’t want to tweak anymore, 
not because of a time limit or an editor. I like where it is. It has an identity that I have 
come to know and enjoy.

For twenty years I have documented gap thinking in all kinds of written and visual 
pursuits. I would certainly have quit if I had become bored. I have discovered so 
many wonderful artists, some unknown, some famous but unknown to me.

Organize
Some things can’t be organized in the usual way: They are too complex; they must 
resonate by juxtaposition. Ludwig Wittgenstein appeared to take this observation as 
a defeat when he said he had tried to make a whole, but all he could do was make 
pictures in an album.

A few days ago, I opened David G. Stern’s Wittgenstein on Mind and Language, a 
book that had been sitting on my shelf for I’m not sure how long. It had only one of 
my telltale tags in it, but it was one at the top of the page, which marked heavy gap 
territory, a chapter called “From Logical Atomism to Practical Holism.”

Stern quotes Wittgenstein’s assertion in the introduction 

to his Philosophical Investigations that “after several unsuccessful attempts to weld 
my results together into such a whole, I realized that I should never succeed.” It is 
a foundational quotation of my book, which found its place in Chapter 6: Caesura. 
Stern asserts that Wittgenstein’s statement “has rarely been heeded.” I have heeded 
little else. At several different stages of his manuscript, Wittgenstein, according to 
Stern, “cut up the carbon copy into slips, rearranged them, and pasted them up in 
a bound volume, since published as Philosophical Remarks.” This method is literally 
collage, that is, glued. This process makes one think of William Smellie’s first edition 
of the Encyclopædia Britannica, Umberto Eco’s encyclopedia, Gilles Deleuze’s 
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rhizome, or Roland Barthes’s writerly text—all images of texts that may be entered at 
any point. But perhaps the order is intentional and necessary, as Walter Kaufmann 
asserts is true of Friedrich Nietzsche’s aphorisms.In about 1999 I hit my head against a 

project that was too complex for me to organize in any way that I knew of: by theme, 
by logical progression, whatever. Every attempt soon revealed its limitations. To 
organize all the words and thoughts deriving from a single three-letter root inevitably 
produced items that belonged in more than one list. Theoretically, a network image 
would show more of the connections, but even that would soon reach a limit.

I started to draw. I juxtaposed words and texts, knowing that this drawing would not 
be comprehensive, but at least would record some play of my own thinking about 
this one little corner of the universe (see Fig. 5). Bitter Herbs was the first; then came 
several smaller drawings. Then came the gap. Then came the Wings of the Dove 
drawings and lots of paintings.

A poem organizes a complex reality. That is what a poem does. It is the only way that 
certain parts of reality can be organized. Poetry links parts of the brain via metaphor.

I went through a phase when I wanted not only the license to be difficult, but also the 
applause that so often comes when men are difficult, in life or in art: Derrida, Samuel 
Beckett, Mallarmé. Allan tells me that the small paintings on the discarded mat inserts 
that I began in my Tribeca studio in 1977 are difficult, but I didn’t know it then. At 
that time, ten percent of artists represented by New York galleries were women. 
Juxtaposing quotations—Benjamin could do it. Why did I always need to justify 
myself? Why was I asking for license from someone else? For this artistic license was 
invented. The artist gives herself license—and takes the consequences.

Fig. 18. Two linear feet of 
gap files.
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Which leads to all the ways that I have felt bitter over the years—bitter for being 
unappreciated, for being left out of “important” art. I have always felt that I was trying 
to get into the cool club, and somehow nothing worked. The art world, I am not the 
first to observe, is a case of the emperor’s new (or are they now vintage?) clothes. As 
long as the right people say it is so, it is so. There is no field that is more subjective 
than art. It is cool to show up at Art Basel in Miami with one’s art consultant and to 
party on yachts with famous people. What do art consultants know about art? What 
do famous people on yachts know about art? Maybe something, maybe nothing. It is 
a vast hall of mirrors. Or it is as often as it is not. I have tried to see each little break in 
the wall as a success. I am not so bitter now. My daughter, Hannah, has helped. She 
has felt the moral outrage of seeing me stood up by this person or rejected by that 
gallery. She has tried to rectify, and she has. She arranged a show for me in New York 
City and sold more than fifty paintings from it. I got some nice press; the prices of my 
paintings went up, which is the first step in making a living. I have always had what 
seemed like a modest wish: to make a living from my best work.

Some people love to point out that Jane Austen or another deified artist was not 
as unappreciated as we think—or as they think. The message is that the market isn’t 
really that bad at identifying quality. Whatever. Time will tell, no matter what you or I 
say. That is the faith the artist needs, and even high prices won’t make time think any 

better of the work. I aspire to work that passes the test of time. I will never know; time 
takes time. Still, bitterness can seep in undetected.

Another thing that has helped is this book. How many artists I have discovered in 
the process of writing it! Even in the last year, I am so enriched by contact with their 
works and often contact with them as artists, as I’ve asked for their permission to use 
their works in this book. I have been delightfully surprised at how many artists’ work 

Fig. 19. March 28, 
2016: Vibrance, oil on 
panel, 7 × 7 in.


