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Kay Rosen, Yow Lie Between Your Teeth, 1990

A relatively simple act of obscuration can
render an otherwise legible statement
unciear. Kay Rosen presents a varied set of
words and short phrases: ‘Porous’, 'Feud’,
‘You lie through your teeth’, painted with
enamel sign painton canvas. In each work a
number of the letters that go to make upthe
word or statement are hidden by painted
Squares or rectangles. In the case of Odd-
even (all 1990) allthe letters are obscurad.

There are technical diagrams which Indl-
catethe way the eye scansanimage. The ord-
erin which the gaze lingers s falrly shared.
The process of taking Information from image
orwordisaidedbyadegree of priorassump-
tion. The application of the famillartoa situ-
ation. Rosen’s presentation Isinconsistent.
Whereincertaininstancesitis easytoascer-
tain the title of the work, In othersiit|s Impos-
sible.Ineyelevelthe blocked out characters
arethe'y'ineyeandthetwo'e'sin level, thus
the phrase Is fairly obvious, In Halve whole,
the only characters uncovered are the ‘|’ in
Halve and the ‘o’ in Whole, consequently
thereis little chance to guessata reading.

John Baldessari has made photo-pieces
where elements of the Image are obscured.
On one level both Baldessarl and Rosen ax-
pose a dilemma of censorship. Drawing a
black marker across gaol correspondence,
the airbrushed removal of individuals from
photographs, and blanking out eyes or full
heads in order to preserve anonymity, are
familiar manifestations of censorship. Whilst
attempting to hide things, censorship of this
overtlype conversely highlights and draws at-
tentiontothe actitself, prompting adesireto
read out the full message.

Rosenisof course Involved inakind of self-
imposed censorship where some potential

revelationis proposedasaresult of the initial
obscuration. This combined with the ease
with which it is possible to find out the full
message (Justlookat the title) leads towards
something apart from an analysis of the im-
plications of primary censarship,

Onanother level the actofisolating letters
from that system, written language, which
gives them meaning and context, allows a
consideration of each letter as an abstract
sign. This abstract state, once reimposedon
the letters, enables each of Rosen's piecesto
assume varying degrees of symbolic
resonance.Hence L.-'tt.’esratuertes.apainting
where everything other than the six ‘t's has
beencovered, revealsthoselstters tobeun-
mistakably cruciform. Porous on the other
hand produces a farmore geometric result,
leaving Justtwo ‘o's clearresultingin square,
circle, square, circle, rectangle. The result of
all this is a reaffirmation of what we already
know. Letters remain signs despite the fact
thatthey are usually lost within words and our
abllity todecode andcombine those groups
of signs results in the possibility of not only
understanding written languagebutadding
new words to those that already exist.

Thereis anold trick used occasionally by
stand-up comedians. If you actiike the micro-
phoneis playing up but continue ta speakyou
can produce some interesting results. A halt-
Ing stream of seemingly disconnected words
comes out with gaps where the performer
mouths those things that remain unheard.
The booklet that accompanies this show con-
tains atextby the artist where certain words
have beenblanked out, The comic potential
of a Kay Rasen public lecture will apparently
bedenledusaspapers givenby the artistare
read stralght.

Liam Gillick

The title of the piece reproduced is you lie through your teeth




