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Like a Log, though it has the sense of an open and 

whimsical descriptor, is in fact more a retort. The title 

came to artist Mitchell Donaldson as his reaction to 

an overheard use of the phrase ‘sleep like a rock,’ 

which a cursory analysis indicates is a competitive and 

American, but less preferred, alternative to the Com-

monwealth’s log analogy.0  

This is important for two reasons. Firstly, Donaldson’s 

rumination on which particular object occupies the 

comparison reflects his interest in the philosophy of 

speculative realism that directly influences his work. 

Secondly, the action expressed in the simile, sleep, is 

itself used as a metaphor in a specific branch of that 

philosophy, to which this exhibition most pertinently 

relates. 

But so as not to put the cart before the horse, let us 

consider the aesthetic value of the work. As much as 

Donaldson has painted, drawn, and depicted charac-

ters that are tainted, forlorn, and afflicted, he has 

constrained, contorted, and constricted our view of 

them such that each installation is an island to cir-

cumnavigate, appreciable as a whole or in parts. Our 

companions are stacks of garden pots, some vigilant, 

some inquisitive, who take on a lifelike but opposition-

al quality to the centrepieces they surround. 

Thematically, Donaldson describes the subjects of his 

canvas collages as “worms and bowels and shits and 

fluidity.” Their rough placement is a cross-sectional 

study of the body, a focus from which Donaldson has 

never fully diverted, as interdisciplinary as his practice 

has been. The letters w, o, r, m, spelled out in the 

depths of earth worm, burrow into the canvas as the 

entire installation insurrects the order of the quintes-

sential gallery space. 

A worm-like shape is apparent in multitudinous cut-

outs, used as a positive symbol arranged into features 

on faces or squirmy guts, or negative absent spaces, 

like in the aptly titled no worm. Some are offcuts from 

previous artworks, while some have newly found their 

way into Donaldson’s use, and it is this recycling of 

materials in his practice that lends credence to a 

claim of a lifelong contiguous art practice. For Don-

aldson, this exhibition is to his career as the worm is 

to the earth: entirely encapsulated by it, with no set 

destination. 

This greater ethos of a totally ensconced being, the 

entire installation, the whole art practice, can be linked 

to Donaldson’s fascination with speculative realism. 

More specifically, he identifies with the work of Graham 

Harman, who in his book Prince of Networks suggests 

that we may dedicate ourselves to “ferreting out the 

specific psychic reality of earthworms, dust, armies, 

chalk, and stone.”1 Here, Donaldson has at least the 

first two covered. 

Harman goes on to describe an Object-Oriented On-

tology (‘OOO’). OOO2 sits between solipsism and 

panpsychism by neither assigning consciousness only 

to oneself nor to every object. Rather, it disregards 

the psyche as a solely human trait and looks to de-

fine object relations in terms of a ‘real’ object and the 

sensual interactions it may have with other objects.  

As an example, I, a real object, having the ability to 

access my senses, may encounter a tree and see 

what it looks like, smell it, and touch it. I cannot expe-

rience it as a real object as I am unable to access its 

senses. I cannot know what it feels like to photosyn-

thesize, but I cannot suggest that the process lacks 

real physical quality. However, my intentional interac-

tion with the tree creates a new real object that con-

tains the real me and the real tree. We can together 

sense rain, or a large flamethrower. This nesting of 

object relations allows for Australia to exist as a real 

object just as well as a painting, or indeed the com-

mon earthworm. Which brings us back to the show. 

Donaldson in accessing OOO lets the materials lead 

his practice. He cuts, and shapes, and collages, in a 

knowingly intentional manner, but with no desire for 

any one outcome. He doesn’t want it to be beautiful, 

he just wants it to be, as a reflection of his experi-

ence of self, externalized through the manipulation of 

whichever materials are at hand. He questions how 

much of the material remains the same after he dis-

rupts it. In OOO, the real object that is him and the 

material maintains a relationship, but the component 

objects he turns the material into have potential rela-

tionships of their own to take on. 

His assemblages are therefore built not with the viewer 

in mind, but with the brimming energy of interaction 

contained within them. You are the log when asleep, a 

real object making no relations of its own accord. The 

work is the log here, requiring your attention to take 

on meaning. As this appears to be the intended mean-

ing of the exhibition, perhaps it itself is the log, in a 

self-referential chain of real objects. You decide which 

layer fascinates you the most. 

Alexander Kucharski 

0 https:..www.google.com.trends.explore#q=sleep%

1/like%1/a%1/log%1C%1/sleep%1/like%1/a%1/rock 

1 Harman, Prince of Networks at 102. 

2 Which, I believe coincidentally, the faces in earth 

worm and be worm appear to be saying. 
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