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written by Lorie Steiner

Aurora Robson is the founding artist of Project 
Vortex, a group of artists, architects and designers 
dedicated to intercepting the waste stream of 
plastics by actively working with debris. Consider 
this: approximately 70% of commercially produced 
plastics sink in the ocean. What we see washed 
up on shore – everything from bottles to beer 
can holders – represents a mere 30% of what 
lies beneath the water. Of the 100 million tons of 
plastic produced each year, roughly 10% ends up 
in our oceans. Only 20% of that is dumped from 
barges and ships, the remainder comes from rivers, 
shorelines and our own carelessness. Marine life is 
ingesting plastic, which not only harms them, but 
also means it is entering the food chain.

Now, imagine taking this destructive plastic 
media and creating new life. Visionary artist Aurora 
Robson does just that… “I take this material that 
nobody cares about and imbue it with such care 
and attention that it resonates.” The intimate yet 
profound nature of her work inspires a sense of 

beauty, awe, delicacy and wonder. Recognizing 
that the materials used in these sculptures were 
taken from the flotsam and jetsam of our waste, 
the results are astounding. Then again, taking 
something broken and making it better seems to 
be the core of Aurora's being, a lesson hard won 
through a tumultuous life.

Riding the Wave of Chaos
“I was born in Toronto in 1972,” Aurora recounts. 
“My mother was a painter and a model; my father 
was a Shakespearean actor who had become 
enchanted with illegal drugs. When I was six we 
moved to Hawaii. I grew up on Maui, where I 
lived until I was 14, at which point we returned 
to Canada, without Dad. It was a complicated 
childhood, because while I was in this beautiful 
place – paradise on earth – my family life was 
very stressful.”

While attending Laurence Park Collegiate in 
Toronto, there was a moment of realization when 
Aurora knew she was on her own. “My parents 
had their own problems to deal with and my older 
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previous spread, Up Drop (Detail), Plastic debris (PET + HDPE), aluminum rivets, tinted polycrylic + mica powder, 5' x 4' x 9', photo by Marshall Coles 
left, Hotrodicus Symbioticus, Plastic debris (PET), aluminum rivets, tinted polycrylic + mica powder, 36" x 36"x 60", photo by Marshall Coles 

above, Jetsam, Plastic debris (PET + welded HDPE), aluminum rivets, tinted polycrylic + mica powder, 72" x 72" x 66", photo by Marshall Coles





www.arabelladesign.com • page 53Arabella Summer Dreams 2015page 52 •

brother had married his Hawaiian sweetheart and 
moved with her to Seattle. Since I had to pay 
for rent and food, I started working downtown 
and enrolled in Central Technical School of Art, 
where I took my first life drawing classes. I ended 
up working the nightclub scene in Toronto, as a 
bartender, and got into all kinds of trouble.”

At 18, she upped stakes again and moved 
to Seattle at the urging of her brother. He had 
opened an alternative art gallery space, named 
after Aurora, in the front of his commercial printing 
shop. “It was the kindest and most generous effort 
to rescue me and bring us closer together again,” 
says Aurora. “He was more like a father than a 
brother to me back then. He paid for my flight 
from Toronto and offered me a chance to pursue 
my art interests. It was a great experience.”

Life was busy with Kung Fu lessons at night 
and taking care of the gallery during the day, all 
the while making paintings and sculptures. Much 
to her surprise, Aurora sold quite a few of her 
pieces and traded others with local restaurants 
in Pioneer Square for food. “It was one of the 

brighter moments of my life,” she admits. “I was 
helping other artists exhibit in the gallery and find 
homes for their work. Things were going well. I 
ended up marrying one of the artists I exhibited.”

Following a friend’s death and her grandfather's 
passing, Aurora decided to head cross-country to 
New York City. It was an interesting journey on the 
back of her husband’s motorcycle with $1000, her 
life savings, in her boot. The Big Apple became 
home for the next 21 years. As one of three 
women enrolled in a vocational training school, 
Aurora became a certified welder. For the next 
few years she worked as a bartender, a structural 
welder, antiques restorer, waitress, hostess, 
scenic artist, and in various manufacturing art 
departments and numerous odd jobs.

“I also played upright bass and guitar and 
sang in a few bands,” Aurora admits. “I sang in 
one rather good band that played all over the 
East Village. We were offered a record deal, by 
one of the Black Hearts from Joan Jett and the 
Black Hearts, after a gig... but then our drummer 
quit and we couldn’t find a replacement, so the 

band fell apart. Around that time, I applied to 
Columbia University and much to my surprise I 
was accepted.”

Seduced by Sculpture
Aurora intended to continue on into graduate 
school, but life, money and love intercepted those 
plans. So she stayed in New York and landed 
a job as an art director at Viacom Networks in 
Times Square, designing and orchestrating the 
fabrication of elaborate sets for celebrities to 
perform on around the world. Meanwhile, her 
own artwork was gaining momentum, especially 
the drawings and paintings.

She recalls, “I ran into my sculpture professor 
from Columbia, Jon Kessler, at a thrift store in 
Brooklyn and was so excited to tell him I was 
pursuing art full time. He said, “That is great! 
What are you making?” I told him, “Paintings 
and works on paper,” to which he said, “But 
Aurora, you are a sculptor.” I was really upset 
and frustrated by that remark. But a few days 
later, I found myself seduced by a pile of trash 

on the street outside my studio window. It was 
a pile of mostly plastic bottles, glistening in the 
sun. I noticed the complex compound curves of 
the bottles and their diaphanous quality, and how 
they are everywhere now... and I was suddenly 
enchanted with the idea of creating with them.”

Aurora hit the ground running. “I knew then 
that I wanted to become a bona fide professional 
artist, to embrace it as a lifelong dedication. I love 
my creative process, it brings me bliss and joy and 
sorrow and gives me a fuller life than any other I 
can imagine.”

From the Subconscious to the Beautiful
“It is kind of funny, but my work is inspired by 
these horrible recurring nightmares I had as a 
child,” Aurora says. “They were like a complex 
landscape that continued in all directions; a long, 
complicated and messy network of knotted strings 
or vessels. From the negative space in the knots, 
diaphanous blobs would emerge and encroach 
upon me like they were going to suffocate me. I 
was terrified by them and thought I was the only 
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previous spread, Sweetheart Suckerpunch, Ink and junk mail on paper, 30.5" x 47", photo by Marshall Coles above, Scrutiny on the Bounty, Excess packaging + acrylic on panels, 48" x 12" x 4", photo by Marshall Coles



left, Kamilo, 100% plastic marine debris, 48" x 36" x 60", 
photo by Marshall Coles 

right, Up Drop, Plastic debris (PET + HDPE), aluminum rivets, 
tinted polycrylic + mica powder, 5' x 4' x 9',  

photo by Marshall Coles



Redemption, (Wall, floor or ceiling relief) Plastic debris (PET + HDPE), 
aluminum rivets, crimping beads, tinted polycrylic and mica powder, 
photo by Marshall Coles
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person who had such dreams, until I did a series 
of talks a few years ago with little kids the same 
age I was when I had the nightmares. About one-
third of each class said they had them too! I was 
amazed to learn that I wasn't such a weirdo.

“One great thing about the nightmares,” she 
continues, “is that they had an organic quality 
due to their strictly curvilinear nature. There 
are similarities between these forms and all 
sorts of organic forms that occur in nature. This 
gives me freedom to stretch a bit because I am 
deeply inspired by nature on any scale. I also 
draw inspiration from the structural properties of 

love and music, and how we can express subtle 
nuances of being a human on earth right now.”

Aurora’s process of moving from dream to 
creation begins with isolating things that are 
constantly being produced and create chaos or 
confusion by virtue of their existence. By-products 
from our culture of convenience, such as junk 
mail, excess glossy packaging, plastic waste, that 
clog an otherwise fluid ecosystem.

“I almost always have a sense of the scope, 
scale, destination and form before I start 
collecting, to determine how much material I will 
need and how to sort/store and organize it,” she 
says. “If the piece is small, I do a rough sketch or 
just start, but if it is large, I create renderings and 
scale models to be certain it will fit into the space 

it is destined for, and to see how it will relate to 
the architecture and lighting.”

Before the sculpture starts to take form, the 
materials are meticulously cleaned. The idea is to 
create the opposite – from garbage to art. Next, 
the studio is custom configured to accommodate 
the production at hand. Aurora muses, “When 
we are set up to start cutting, it is almost like an 
operating room. Tables are covered with white 
butcher’s paper and there is an abundance of 
light. I need lots and lots of light. I am trying to 
see clearly and help others do the same, so light 
is absolutely essential.”

Once a piece is completely assembled and 
airbrushed with water-based, non-toxic paint, 
it is photographed before being disassembled 
for transport. Photos taken in situ help with 
later installation, lighting and, as Aurora says, 
to say goodbye.

The Nature of All Things
“I study things like the properties of light,” Aurora 
notes. “Thinking about how it radiates outward in all 
directions. Or love. It even fits with relationships and 
aspects like coupling, intersections, parallels; or how 
societies form; how a heart forms or a plant grows; 
what it is to create; the nature of nature. Then I align 
organic forms I discover through this study with 
the forms from the nightmares I had as a child to 
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left, The Great Indoors, Plastic debris, (PET) solar powered LEDs, aluminum rivets, tinted polycrylic, mica powder and monofilament, 40' x 40' x 16', photo by Nash Baker 
above, What Goes Around Comes Around, Plastic debris (PET), aluminum rivets, tinted polycrylic, aircraft cable, 65' x 25' x 16', photo by Marshall Coles  

below, Install view of Stayin' Alive showing (clockwise from left) Blood, Guts and Glory, Hot Mess, Sustenance (wall reliefs), With Drawl and Pipeline in the foreground. photo by Ben Premieaux



above and below, Plant Perception, Plastic debris, aluminum rivets, stainless steel aircraft cable, tinted polycrylic and mica powder, 8' x 12' x 65', photo by Nash Baker
right, Be Like Water, Plastic debris (PET, LDPE, HDPE), tinted polycrylic, crimping beads, monofilament, 20' x 20' x 25', photo by Marshall Coles
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determine if the potential for a hybrid exists. If so, it 
means I can explore further, knowing the result will 
have personal resonance for me, while resonating 
with other people. For example, when I created 
the Great Indoors, I spent a lot of time on the CDC 
website, and looking through a microscope, and 
at photographs of cells and viruses and bacteria. 
I overlap forms to find unions and harmonious 
relationships creating positive resonance.”

Aurora’s relationship with her creations is 
deeply intimate. Evoking feelings that are hers 
alone, with the ultimate goal of touching the 
emotions of each and every person who views 
them. Her work is indeed a transformation of life 
as we know it, and beautiful sight to behold.

This Summer
This summer Aurora Robson will be creating at 
Kingsbrae Gardens in St. Andrews-by-the-Sea, 
New Brunswick. www.kingsbraegarden.com. 
She will be the “Special Artist in Residence” 
creating a permanent sculpture for the already 
existing sculpture garden that is truly one of a 
kind in Canada. 

The Kingsbrae Garden Objectives
Part of the program is designed to drive 
awareness to the region’s environmental 
commitment by showcasing permanent sculpture 
at Kingsbrae Garden and to help promote 
continued conservation efforts in the Bay of 
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above, Oleum, Plastic debris, Plastic debris (PET), aluminum rivets, tinted polycrylic + mica powder, 26" x 26" x 30", photo by Marshall Coles
right, Soft Center, Plastic debris (PET), aluminum rivets, tinted polycrylic + mica powder, 24" x 24" x 36", photo by Marshall Coles



Fundy. The community will be involved 
with “Beach Clean Up Day” and a 
Children’s Program incorporating the 
spirit of Aurora’s Art work. 

Each year Kingsbrae Garden expands 
their footprint of art by adding to the 
existing sculpture collection. We are all 
very excited to see this year’s project by 
Aurora Robson. Kingsbrae Garden has 
combined art and horticulture to great 
effect since its opening in 1998. In 2009, 
this philosophy was enhanced with the 
creation not only of a Sculpture Garden 
but also of the Kingsbrae Garden 
Canadian Sculpture Competition. 
Winning works from the competition 
find a home in the Garden which 
displays them to their best advantage.

If you are able to drop by for a visit 
to this world class garden you won’t be 
disappointed. If not there will be a story 
on the garden and the vision for it from the 
beginning in the Winter Issue of Arabella. 
Lucinda and John Flemmer have created 
an outstanding legacy project.

To explore more of Aurora Robson’s 
work, check out www.aurorarobson.com 
or www.projectvortex.org

Hullaballoo, Plastic debris, Plastic debris (PET), 
aluminum rivets, tinted polycrylic + mica powder, 
26" x 26" x 30", photo by Marshall Coles


