For nearly 60 years Mel Bochner’s intellectual and material analysis of painting,
photography and sculpture has yielded ground-breaking works that explore the
intersection of linguistic and visual representation. As a leading figure within the
conceptual and post-minimal art movements of the 1960s, he experimented in
complicating the relationship between image and language. His early works dissected
the art object and formed the ‘analytical’ groundwork so crucial to his investigation into
the function of painting and its potential as a method of linguistic communication.
Words and language as both subject and medium form the backbone of a practice
fundamentally concerned with a continual oscillation between the verbal and the visual.
In recent years his conceptual practice has developed in tandem with a lush, painterly
practice that investigates the interrelation of form and meaning in the visual
manifestation of language. With his word paintings Bochner explores the cognitive links
between looking at and reading a painting.

The thesaurus paintings are an important part of this particular enquiry. With their focus
on text and its interpretation, these works re-imagine language as a form of pictorial
expression. His use of colour sometimes affirms the language it is painting and at other
times ignores it, intentionally avoiding system and pattern. Each block letter oozes with
pigment, drips and smudges, which escape the crisp edges of the typeface thereby
emphasising the material expression of their own execution. Meaning is both enhanced
and obscured by Bochner’s technique, which invites the viewer to re-consider the ways
in which we interpret language and image. These paintings make us think about the
acts of reading and looking, of representation and abstraction, and how they intersect.
The thesaurus paintings are just one of many rationalising systems that Bochner uses to
question and explore our irrational trust in language and the world around us.
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