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Thomas McDonell sculpts paintinHs� ApplyinH urethane alkyd enamel o a heavy�duty industrial house paint o Xith his 
hands, McDonell focuses his attention on a mash�up of raX materials, alloXinH for confident, impulsive Hestures� 
EscheXinH Crushes, oils and acrylics, the 'iHueroa St� paintinHs seem purely expressive� there is no preamCle, no 
Xind�up, the paintinH is its oXn palette, the site of the oriHinal idea� The suHHestion of a handprint, of finHernails 
scratchinH thickly applied paint evoke the notion that a paintinH is somethinH to Ce Hrappled Xith, Xrestled or 
coaxed into place�

The Xork deals Xith Hesture, form, and temporality� LarHe smears, splashes and sXipes of color Xithin non�
representational compositions form complex interlocked arranHements and atmospheres� McDonell leans into an 
actionistic practice Xith mental and physical amCidextrousness� UsinH canvas and sometimes linen as a historically 
fundamental suCstrate, and donated mistint house paint for its surplus �� the paintinHs have formal concerns havinH 
to do Xith composition and color, marks and depth, and the evidence of process�  Cold�hues and surprisinH textures 
minHle and overlap, dodHinH interpretation Cut also temptinH the vieXer� the eye yearns to define and simplify the 
murky and aCstract, Cut a fiHure or a shape is another attachment, like a name or title� McDonell prefers the 
anonymous, usinH only shorthand siHnifiers to identify the paintinHs, alloXinH them to float in and out of one 
another� *n this Xay they play Xith ideas of individualism and personal versus collective identity� They are Coundless, 
and the contradictions that they present free them from the limitations of cateHori[ation as aCstraction, Xhich they 
are not�

McDonell cites conversations Xith Desmond Morris, etholoHist and author of the iThe #ioloHy of Art,w as the 
catalyst to his finHer paintinH, Xhich CeHan as a Xay to reduce mediation in the Xork� Morris analy[es the art makinH 
practices and Cehaviors of primates, and contrasts them Xith a socio�historical frameXork of human art and 
aesthetics� One apt example is a study Cy 3hoda ,elloHH, 	a psycholoHist and director of a nursery school in San 
'rancisco Xho archived more than one million draXinHs Cy children CetXeen the aHes of 2 and � years old
 that 
younH apes and children Xill scriCCle and draX � Xith hands or tools � Xhen shoXn Xhat to do, yet human 
children Ruickly CeHin to imitate Xhile primates do not� Morris Hoes on to cite Scottish painter Alan Davies, Xho, 
Xhen teachinH art, CeHan his classes Xith ipure idea�less activity,w drumminH into his students the notion that iXork 
Xithout thouHht reRuires a Hreat deal of mental discipline <���> Cefore he can achieve an imaHe Xithout the 
intermediacy of reasoninH�w

Are these paintinHs cynical  McDonell encouraHes the Ruestion� The Xorks are an investiHation into the creative 
process and its oriHins� McDonell�s practice noX extends Ceyond canvas and paint� Xooden frames are milled in LA 
and assemCled in his studio, a process he likens to puttinH a period at the end of a phrase� Also, there are ceramic 
sculptures that shine Xith dark, inky Hla[es and earthy silica� Their spiral ridHes and hori[ontal Hrooves are marked 
Cy deeper calliHraphic scratches, mirrorinH and counterpointinH the hand markinHs of the paintinHs� The pedestals 
that support the ceramics are made of Hreat rolls and stacks of neXspaper, as if a vase perched atop is a Xellhead 
HatherinH toHether nodes of time and information� NeXs, text, media � current and outdated, faded � is piled 
toHether under a simple clay pot holdinH fresh�cut floXers� the present� Temporality underpins the Xork, Cut 
McDonell�s impulse is to create Xorlds Xithout necessarily adherinH to a historical timeline�
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The +apanese philosopher Soetsu :anaHi, founder of early 20th century minHei movement, celeCrates Ceauty in 
everyday, utilitarian oCKects created Cy unknoXn craftsmen� MinHei Hoes Ceyond a craft movement Cased on 
aesthetics, elevatinH ispiritualityw throuHh the medium of the craft rather than the oCKect itself� The 'iHueroa 
St� Xorks propose the paintinHs as an esoteric practice, and an exercise of the soul� Ancient art � paintinH 
caves, carvinH Cones, etchinH stones � once served a practical, evolutionary purpose� Morris Xrites, iit miHht 
even Ce arHued that the modern human artist has little more reason for paintinH a picture than does a 
chimpan[ee�yw ExplorinH a divine landscape is one Hood reason� :anaHi Xrites, i8hen an artist creates a 
Xork, he and the Xork are tXo different thinHs� Only Xhen he Cecomes the Xork itself and creates the Xork 
	in other Xords, Xhen the Xork alone is creatinH the Xhole Xork
 does true Xork Cecome possiCle� Not the 
artist Cut the Xork should say �* am�w
McDonell ididnht need these paintinHs to have an oCKect or Hoal,w he Xanted ithem to Ce themselves�w

One recent paintinH has an anomalously poetical title, iuntitled 	mystic dharma
�w Near McDonell�s studio on 
'iHueroa St� once HloXed a Hiant temple, oranHe like a TiCetan monk�s roCes, aHainst a cloudless Clue sky� 
OriHinally the 'ourth Church of Christ, the CuildinH Xas constructed in 192�, a time Xhen Christian Science 
Xas at its heiHht of memCership� Mystic Dharma #uddhist Temple Xas founded to serve the area�s Mandarin 
Chinese community and moved into the church in the early 19�0s� *t had stained Hlass XindoXs and a larHe 
indoor Xorship or meditation room� a Hood room for paintinH� #ut the #uddhists are Hone noX, the temple is 
a christian church aHain� There are some celeCrity memCers and the pastor is a CuddinH influencer� The 
CuildinH has Ceen Clasted Xhite� *t�s set to open this SeptemCer, too�

This ties into an economy of form� art�Cy�limitation, art made Xith availaCle resources via the donated house 
paint, the discarded neXspapers� ;oominH out, the passaHe of time sees larHe scale conurCation, the 
conversion of old storefronts into hiHh rises, and the liminal and praHmatic enerHy of the Mystic Dharma 
temple� constantly shapeshiftinH to house a different faith, a different practice� These paintinHs live in and 
document that moment of transition�

artist Cut the Xork should say �* am�w

McDonell ididnht need these paintinHs to have an oCKect or Hoal,w he Xanted ithem to Ce themselves�w

One recent paintinH has an anomalously poetical title, iuntitled 	mystic dharma
�w Near McDonell�s studio on 
'iHueroa St� once HloXed a Hiant temple, oranHe like a TiCetan monk�s roCes, aHainst a cloudless Clue sky� 
OriHinally the 'ourth Church of Christ, the CuildinH Xas constructed in 192�, a time Xhen Christian Science 
Xas at its heiHht of memCership� Mystic Dharma #uddhist Temple Xas founded to serve the area�s Mandarin 
Chinese community and moved into the church in the early 19�0s� *t had stained Hlass XindoXs and a larHe 
indoor Xorship or meditation room� a Hood room for paintinH� #ut the #uddhists are Hone noX, the temple is 
a christian church aHain� There are some celeCrity memCers and the pastor is a CuddinH influencer� The 
CuildinH has Ceen Clasted Xhite� *t�s set to open this SeptemCer, too�

This ties into an economy of form� art�Cy�limitation, art made Xith availaCle resources via the donated house 
paint, the discarded neXspapers� ;oominH out, the passaHe of time sees larHe scale conurCation, the 
conversion of old storefronts into hiHh rises, and the liminal and praHmatic enerHy of the Mystic Dharma 
temple� constantly shapeshiftinH to house a different faith, a different practice� These paintinHs live in and 
document that moment of transition�


