As well as being a visual artist, Cameron Robbins is an accomplished jazz musician and has played clarinet and saxophone in numerous Melbourne bands since he was a teenager. I have played in some of those bands with him; he has a tremendous spirit and joy in his playing and as an improviser is incredibly responsive to other musicians and to the energy of the moment. Cam loves to ‘ride the wave’ and I have heard him compare playing music with surfing on many occasions. This follows on in his art practice too; he appears to be constantly searching for that moment of surprise and recognition when curiosity, intuition and research come to fruition in unexpected ways. 

One of my favourite memories of my involvement with Cameron is from the opening of ‘The Bridge’ project in Melbourne in 1998. In association with Down Street Studios he had built a steam organ to be driven by a massive fire in the picturesquely desolate vacant blocks underneath the Westgate Bridge west of Melbourne CBD. The structure had taken days to prepare and a large audience was in attendance. Cam had organised an ensemble of musicians in which I was included, to play as the fuse to the fire was lit, then to respond to the music of the organ and create a spontaneous soundscape. We played and played as the fuse was lit and as it made its torturously slow journey towards the moment of ignition and then we waited listening to the crackle and spit of the spreading flames. For fifteen or twenty minutes this was the only sound. The crowd was silent and expectant. Finally the organ pipes began to sing – at first a plaintiff note from the tenor pipe that was gradually joined by a deep sonorous bass note forming a chord. As steam was forced into the organ with greater energy the highest notes began to sound, leaping through the harmonic series creating melodies that dipped and swooped as if conducted by the fire. I looked at the other musicians and without a word we began to pack our instruments into their cases; it was too beautiful and required no accompaniment. 

Relative to the body of Cameron’s work, his steam organ is an exception in that it is a sound installation; most of his pieces are silent. However his pieces, whether audible or not, are invariably musical and his oeuvre is nourished by the sensibility he has honed as a musician. There is a preoccupation with change and entropy as well as with instantaneousness – with the sense of the uniqueness of each moment in time that gives the work its ineluctable sense of yearning. It is unusual for visual art to contain such a visceral sense of the passage of time, each instant producing its own unrepeatable beauty and violence. There is music here in the vortex chambers, in the light pieces, and in the swooping arcs and jagged scratches recorded by the drawing machines – like the score for the sound of the wind.
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