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Artist Ken Nicol's new show “Hundreds of Things” reflects his broad-ranging material curiosity. Among other things, he collects and makes art out of clocks, coffee cup lids and matches.

By the numbers 2

Ken Nicol’s art brings order to the everyday chaos
of a consumer-crazed world with rigorous systems
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one: For years, Nicol's gift with ma-
terials, from metal-working to al-
most everything else has made him
ago-to source of fabricating skill for
dozens of artists around town.

He honed those skills as a jewel-
lery maker, something he still does
“when I have to” he says. Nicols
artistic priority lies less in making
finely crafted objects than in a man-
ic curiosity about materials, chance
and the impulse to bring order from
the swirling chaos of a consumer-
crazed world.

Some things he finds, like the met-
al bristles of a street-cleaner brush,
arrayed neatly in a jar. Others find
him, like the thousands of tiny, self-
immolating flies that plunge and
perish in the heat of his desk lamp.

The bugs, tiny and harmless,
would pile up daily under the light.
Where most would see slightly re-
pulsive annoyance, Nicol saw op-
portunity. “It's kind of like reverse
collecting.” says Nicol, who with his
long, black ponytail, thick beard
and plain black T-shirt, has a no-
NONSENse Appes e that belies
his quietly wry manner. “T sort of
like the idea that came to me.”

He made tiny glass bottles in
which he deposited exactly 100 of
the tiny carcasses and thes n placed
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made perfect, exacting grid
them on paper and ,"r.||11|.~d them.
(The bugs appear in “Hundreds of
Things" in three different forms; to

i \ hird would be spail
ing the su

To the m of everyday
life, Nicol a - oS
his const 1 th

forever
ing stock, ¢
tropy. It is
stacks ar
each one dated, re |]I'I.‘-t nt a year of
his daily caffeine habit, bought from
the same 1y (Nicol
grouses a little that the cups aren’t
identical, the shop having switched
brands mid-year. “T just like people
to let me know;,” he says)

Another wall is a field of old analog
alarm clocks: nearby, a particular
model — the Westclox Baby Ben,
simple and ivory-coloured — sits in
the dozens (Nic ], of course, is
an even hundred). Time is impor
tant to Nicol’s work: it is the ulti-
mate organizer, giving shape and
form to the constant unraveling of
life, from minutes to hours to days
and weeks. Precise and methodic
Nicol's work can sometimes em-
body an obsessive -'I‘lli.,_,t t
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Ken Micol's latest show is at
MKG127 on Ossington Ave.
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One of the worst
things we can do
as artists is try to

make art
KEN NICOL,
“really?™ — and it can be mind-

bending in its implicit labour: he
crafts remarkable, exacting-on-
paper works by precisely position-
ing — then repositioning. and repo-
sitioning — sheafs of paper in a
typewTiter to create beguiling visu-
al fields of dizzying, structural per-
fection.

While it's often hilarious in its la-
bour-intensive absurdity — for a se-
ries of huge works on paper called
“Beating A Dead Horse,” Nicol
wrote the iconic incremental sym-
bol of four lines with a line through
it (making five) as many times as it
took for his pen to run out, and then
kl-|.'|( going, scratching into the pap
er with the dead metal tip — but it's
not ironic, nor a send-up, of amy-
thing “The idea is to come right up
to ridiculous and then pull back a
little bit.” he smiles.

His inquiries into the everyday,
both in action and in materials, are
sincere expressions of habit or im-
pulse, and himself.

“One of the worst things we can do
as artists is try to make art,” he says
Instead, Nicol asks questions and
works them out in a playful manner
that can confound and astonish all
at once.

“It's my game. [ get to make the
rules” he says, smiling shyly. Ken
Nicol lives in the same world as you
and I. He's just able to see it in a way
all his owmn.



