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Out of the
ordinary

SARAH MILROY sees everyday objects
cast in a new light as objets d’art

here is a strange phenome-

non that sometimes occurs,

when a familiar word sud-

denly scems strange. Not
just wacky words, such as rutabaga
or flabbergasted or colonoscopy,
but normal garden-variety words:
book, ambulance, candle. Re-
peated often enough, lifted from
their context and held up to the
harsh light of reason, they can
make no explanation for them-
selves, Why are words the way
they are? The more you think
about it, the weirder it gets.

1 found myself musing on this
last week while looking at a
thought ki new hibiti

ght-p: R
at the Art Gallery of Ontario. Titled
Provisional Worlds (and curated
by the AGO curator of contempo-
rary art, Jessica Bradley), the exhi-
bition assembles a cast of seven
characters from Canada and
abroad who work with bits and
pieces from the world around us
— the castaway stufl that we use,
like language, without even notic-
ing. Refashioning these objects in
sometimes flamboyant and some-
times painfully subtle ways (ech-
oes of Marcel Duchamp and his
immortal urinal), these artists play
a game of chicken with aesthetics,
winning the gamble more often
than not. The exhibition provokes
the question: What is the point at
which a pile of garbage becomes
=2 And when is it just a pile of

age?

gg’nc of the more daring exhib-
itors in this is Vancouver
artist Damian Moppett, who has
for some years been known for his
resolutely antiheroic, even abject
photographs,  sculptures  and
drawings. Among these, his photo-
graphic series titled Impure Sys-
tems (1999-2000), which
documents a series of improvisa-
tional junk sculptures, is a particu-
lar favourite, and a number of
works from this series are included
0 Uus show.

Moppett began making these
works while killing time on a fash
ion shoot for a friend. and refers to

them. variously, as “frustrated

ADD  aue vdefion  disorder}

sculptuees”™ and “monuments 1o
me.” Cob
seulptural
fays, cigs

. o
. blobs of
insulation foam, Q. Tips, hpstick
bes and the like, he then photo
graphed his fragile and uogamly
results. The best of these are the
vertical combos he describes as
self-portraits, which have abount
them an awhwaed, stumbling in-
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Damian Moppett calls his junk-sculpture series ‘monuments to bad habits and wasted time.’

| servers — has apparently lapsed.
| The margin between aesthetic suc-
| cess and failure, here, is as slim as
| a razor width, and every viewer
| would call it differently.
| London artist Sara MacKillop,
100, rides close to this edge. *I try
](o limit mysell o the smallest
number of changes | can do,” she
| said in her artist’s talk last week-
{end, describing her subtle play
| with found objects. “I think it adds
| to the strength of the work to be
quite economical.”

In some cases, the effect is ex-
quisitely elegant, such as her sim-
| ple installation of a black and red
typewriter-ribbon cartridge
imounted on the wall (how long
| has it been since we've seen one of
those?), its contents spilling down
the wall to pool sinuously on the
floor. With the tiniest of interven
tons, she has set m motion a witty
repartee to the grand tradition of
abstraction, while also sublimi
nally making reference o the
human body — the brain and the
gut. [t gets vou thinking, But an-
other little camposition by Mack

tering pov Iy enough anthrog illap, i WO jigsawe
morphic reference o arouse a puzzl os placed back to back
double ta Viewer along

s from the same se-
seem to Bl apare,
with the odds and ends strewn
across the surface of the composi
tion m an apparently haphazard
fasl Whatever  mysicrious
4 I pull human intent
exerts over physical matter — and
aver our attention spans as ob
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Download
ing bar codes from the Internet,
she trandforms them into objects
of aesthetic contemplation and
anthroy wcal puzzlement
Some are reproduced in prints,

tilted on angles and cropped or
notched. (The title of one of these
in the current show - oil of clove,
arch of bramble — refers to the in-
gredients of a witch’s potion to
bring wealth.)

In another ink on paper work,
the bar code is reproduced, but in-
stead of a neat border along the
bottom edge, it appears to unravel
into a qu ganic tangle of
roots, streaming down the surface
of the white paper. Frields refers o
the bar code as “a global flag.” a
universally recognized symbol that

makes possible the economically
efficient  circulation  of  goods

traded around the world.

“We all know that the bar code
doesn't relate to anything real in
the world,” Friclds says. "It is
based on a binary code; it is only
decipherable by a computer. Yet
weall defer to it

“Capital is very fluid,” she
“ltdoesn’t have a stable core
sculptural work in this exhibition
cxpands on this idea. A gangling
concoction of white plastic PCV
tubes (the type that carry water as
well as fibre-optic cable and tele-
phone wires), it mimics the growth
pattern of bamboo roots, which
sprawl underground with pl
nomenal tensile strength, breaking
the surface only when opportuni-
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ties for light, water and sustenance
able.

sapi Frields says, is charac-
terized by the same “opportunistic
and voracious behaviour.” Her
sculpure, titled all that is solid be-
tween rainbow avenue and karma
street (2002), feaures dense clus-
ters of wwbing linked together by
ing arcs. “I like the idea,” she
that underncath the asphalt
there is this cage, holding it all to
gether”

Shirley Tse, also from California,
imilar knack for making the
familiar seem strange. Tse's pas-
sion is the Styrofoam packing ma-
terials found in the shipping crates
of any number of consumer goods.
Liberating these white and nearly
weightless objects from their utili-
tarian roles, she combines them in
sculptures that suggest futuristic
cities, or circuit boards, or the ar-
chitecture of some imaginary lab-
oratory complex or space station,
or the topography of a high desert
plateau incised with prehistoric
carthworks — landing strips for
itinerant Martians.

In Polyworks (2000), her large-
scale sculpture at the AG dis-
cover a complex agglomeration of
shapes - some found (such as the
radial  Styrofoam  bedding  for
Christmas-tree lights) and some
created by o rtist with the use
of her router. a consummate
craftsperson, creates forms that
defy our ability to categorize them,
Were these shapes made by the
artist, or by some anonymous in-
dustrial designer before the fact,
intent on creating an efficient,
low-budget, stackable form in
which to ferry some indefinable
commodity to the marketplace?
Like the bar code in Friclds's imag-
ining, the lightweight packing ma-
terial is a byproduct of the global
economy, held up for closer scru-
tiny — “a symbol of disposability,”
as she put it, “and an emblem of
contemporary culture.”

Looking at Tse's  sculpture,
you'll find yoursell wondering how
it was you n noticed these
things before und us and
yet strangely invisible. The recy
cling bin may never look the same
again,

Provisional Worlds includes work
by James Carl. Tony Feher, Christie
Frields, Sara MacKillop, Damian
Moppett, Kelly Richardson and
Shirley Tse. The exhibition
continues at Toronto's Art Gallery
of Ontario until March 2. For
information, call 416-979-6660.




