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Kay Rosen
YVON LAMBERT

[s it possible to communicate with phrases, words, and letters in a
postlinguistic way? Is the act of reading, per se, a visual, cognitive,
linguistic, or other type of experience? Such are the questions elicited
by Kay Rosen’s exquisitely calibrated language-based works. She
can be linked ro rhar foundational generation of Conceprualists from
the 1960s, including Lawrence Weiner, Robert Barry. and Joseph
Kosuth, who urilized linguistic systems (not merely fext) as a ground
of philosophical and perceprual inguiry and, arguably, the basis of a
new aesthetic.

In “Scareful!,” an exhibition made up of recent small canvases, a
work on paper, and larger-scale wall paintings (and done in conjunc-
rion with Alexander Gray Associates, where an older installarion was
shown), Rosen wryly suggests that with language there is always more
and less than meets the eye. The show gains centrifugal force around a
2008 wall painting that reads REmovaL, in large sky-blue letrers. Ini-
tially, it appears to be merely the word removal, though a second look
reveals a displacement of this word into another linguistic configura-
rion that swerves meaning elsewhere: the seemingly illogical conjunc-
tion of REM and ovaL. What does taking something away have ro do
with REM and ovaLr? Nothing, unless one notices the title of the work,
Removal from Office, and then, possibly, a referential meaning sur-
faces. In this acr of removal, the
poetics of language meets the
politics of reference, connoting
an exiting president. Another
large wall work deploys mera-
language almost like mertas-
culpture, with two phrases
facing each other on converg-
ing walls: On the left is canT 1
LEVER, and on the right, 1 CANT
LEVER (the words of each
arranged vertically). It’s almost
impossible to adequately
describe this work, wherein the
two phrases seem to engage in
an absurd call-and-response
loop of poetics sprung from the
word cantilever, here cleverly
deconstructed and estranged
from itself, and us.

Among Rosen’s small-scale
paintings and works on paper,
Belted, 2007-2008, made with enamel sign paint on canvas, features
the word sHIRT placed above skirT, each rendered in a salmon tone
on the piece’s pale-pink background. A small black recrangular ele-
ment functions as the “belt” for the H in sHIRT, so that the letter
becomes whar the word designates. The odd little pictorial shape
appears again in SKIRT, just to the left of the K. which is revealed to be

Kay Rosen, Belted,
2007-2008, enamel
sign paﬁ\t on canvas,
18%x17".

a “rightened” version of the H, rhe shirt cinched to form a skirt. Thi
suggests an interplay berween abstraction and legibility, conflating
beautifully, the formal rerms of painting and the construction ¢
words. This tactic of *bridging™ letters to allude ro other things i
the world (bevond the purarively intrinsic meaning of the word itself
verurns in Hawe Hawe Islands with Bridge. 2008, also enamel sign pair
on canvas, wherein a red rectilinear shape connects, visually and lir
guistically. / ro [ in the word Hawan (suspended in off-whire letterin
over an ocean-blue background] to forma quasi H at the end. Corr
plicating marrers. the title reminds us to read the word from left £
right, and from right to left, nearly simultaneously, so that we are cor
remplating Hawait and HAW HAW (as well as HA wan, among othe
possible visual/cognitive reorderings).

Slice of Life. 2007-2008, features L1 £ above L1 E in gray colore
pencil on white paper. suggesting the ghostlike presence of that infz
mous expression, sliced away into a lie of words, an apparent elisio
of meaning. Rosen’s practice mighr be understood from the perspec
tive of cognitive linguistics. which posits that we understand linguisti
svstems on conceprual terms. as part of human cognition: Meaning
constructed within a menral space, and language is always conrextt
ally specific, nor a universal condition. Rosen’s surgically precise reer
gineering of words and phrases nudges us toward moments ¢
linguistic (unlre-cognition. wherein normative signification is carc
fully derailed and reassembled, disclosing the malleability of worc
wirhin the context of painting’s visual codes.

—Joshua Decte
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