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When Spring breaks in Nillumbik, we know it as a time when trees are dropped across our network of dirt roads, branches and green leaves lay on the main arteries. Council’s GRO recycling bins are laid flat on someone else’s drive and early wattle, a sign of winds to come, is stripped in illustration of its warning.  Corrugated iron anchors are tested to the extreme and the silly White Winged Choughs at our place check the engineering of their failed clay nest and rebuild as they must.  It’s those winds again.

This year was a little different.  The change was less violent but not too subtle for Cameron Robbins’ wind operated drawing machine and a relief for the Choughs.

It’s the eightieth year of the Kangaroo Ground Memorial Tower and as a very windy site, according to visitor reports and historian Harry Gilham, the wind was seen as a fitting subject for a commemorative commission.  The tower is a special place in Nillumbik.  As a marker it commemorates the war years and loss, it marks time and perhaps, and rightfully, marks-time.  The tower positions us in the landscape and gives an enhanced elevation to see the entire Shire and beyond as Wurundjeri people would identify.  As a practical concession, the tower is capped with fire spotting accommodation and esoteric apparatus barely visible through gaps in the shutters.  Visitors picnic at the tower, locate their homes in the distance or “look there’s the sea, see”.  The Kangaroo Ground Memorial Tower is more than structure it is primarily place.  Like the road across the Nullarbor the experience of the tower fixes us, in the Shire, in time and as a part of the landscape.  

So Cameron Robbins artist/scientist/engineer/inventor/alchemist was called in.  Cameron’s special interests are to do with natural phenomena and the way it is documented or the way it can illustrate itself – think of the marks left in the dust as a lizard walks through.  Cameron takes us to the grass roots, the first principals we recall in elementary science – air has volume, air has weight, air is compressible, air supports combustion and so on with confirming tests as proof. And so it went at school with magnetism, light, sound, the pendulum, electricity and the behaviour of liquids.  These were the basics that took us later into the specialties of physics and geography.  We developed a logic for investigation and argument and discovery and the communication of ideas.  He reminds us in his art of our obsession to visualise the invisible as a way of understanding nature and the laws/lores.   We are also reminded of that crime-scene way of reading a site and the skills of the forensic scientist.  In fact much contemporary art rather than giving us the full picture like a pictorial chocolate box lid, invites exploration and interaction far beyond recognition and safety of the familiar.

In late August, Cameron delivered his Portable Wind Drawing Machine (cat # 11) to Kangaroo Ground and installed it downhill from the tower in a small fenced off area.  The machine is a sculpture in its own right.  Its construction from found and ready made objects draws us into the intelligence of its assemblage and the humour of making-do mechanics.  “Created in response to the self-illustrating phenomena of the Chaos Theory” explains Cameron, “… It has two mechanical axes for drawing: wind speed drives the drawing arm in an elliptical eccentric orbit responsive to the dynamics, and the wind direction orientates the paperboard on a swivel.  Simple ink pens, water soluble, are used.  It has travelled extensively from East to West on the South coast of Australia.” 

Once set up for operation and tuned then tweaked for the expected forces, the machine was set to work.  Drawings cat # 1-10 document the machine’s business and the effect of rain and clear skies alternating at times on the same sheet. While the drawings are beautiful objects in themselves, energetic, fine, concentrated, random, chaotic, restrained, spotted, flooded, warped, layered or eroded, they hold time, energy, environment and place, as their content and are an expression of landscape/place, the Kangaroo Ground Memorial Tower at the break of Spring 2006.  

In this exhibition and for this project, the drawings can be viewed as a single scientific document, a paper indeed, with each element labelled with dates and weather information underlining their relationship to collected data.  As individual works in reference to the machine we can become involved in translating the mechanical calligraphy back to wind energies or simply enjoy the experience of seeing forms and effects never seen before and delicious in their aesthetic qualities. 

For a visitor to the Kangaroo Ground site, the Wind Monitor VIII (cat #12) gave a real-time response to wind direction and turbulence adding to the feel of scientific documentation.   The smooth function, courtesy of a few bike parts and the convenient weight gradient of a large fishing rod, underlined the sense of the ridiculous behind the installation’s humour.  

Cameron Robbins has recently completed a major commission for City of Melbourne’s new CH2 building titled Double Vortex, something to add to a visit to Melbourne.
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