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Treated — Loss, Play and Elimination

Treated is a collection of artefacts — of parts that cannot be
recombined to make the whole.

They come from the public art project, Treatment, which involved a
bus, six artists, a curator and associate curator, numerous
community stakeholders, supporters, arts organisations,
incorporated bodies and others.

Perhaps the most important actor in the project was the site itself,
Melbourne Water’s Western Treatment Plant — formerly the
Metropolitan Sewerage Farm.

Its technologies, histories and scale are generally hidden from view,
mainly because of what it does — purify raw sewage, that presents a
number of issues largely around safety. The solids, methane and



nitrogen are removed in a process that blends new and old
technologies (gravity), yet it is an infrastructure that we rarely reflect
on.

Treated pays homage to some of the processes of the artists and the
artworks created on-site, not just for the most recent event, but for
those that have come before, in artifacts, paintings and drawings
borrowed from Melbourne Water.

In performance, video, installation and participatory works,
Treatment gave a diverse group of people an opportunity to
experience the many rich features of the site.

The artists activated it in ways that called on local histories,
practices, artifacts and speculations, each of which touched on the
contrasting ideas of both loss and play.

The idea of loss can be invoked in many ways: by what we flush in
the morning; the sites and practices made redundant by new



technologies; colonisation and elimination; distraction; and in the
exhibition of process as opposed to finished form.

Treated takes from Treatment and traces some of the elements from
these projects in the one space.

It conflates the sacred glitter and alien figures from Técha Noble’s
Passage with Megan Evans’ precious Victorian tear catchers and red
beads, which, exhibited in the Watertower at Cocoroc, showcased
the technology and alien aesthetic that proved powerful in the
attempted elimination of the original occupants of this land.
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Shane McGrath’s project, On the Outer, in its exploration of
stereotype and prejudice through re-animating lost local cultural,
and essentially male, practices, finds its critical partner in Spiros

Panigirakis’ Scarecrow’s working party, frustratingly leisurely and
without end, and seemingly without purpose.




His performance/display abstracted and activated the visual cues of
Melbourne Water’s Discovery Centre, and picked up on the,
sometimes, fine line between labor and leisure (signified in the
worker’s high-vis dressing gown).







The loss of leisurely practices and its association to site played out in
Catherine Bell’s work, Splashback. Like McGrath’s work, it prevented
the viewer from crossing the threshold into actually engaging with a
key aspect of it, the renovated children’s pool. The audience could
only look at how it sparkled in contrast to the adult’s empty,
dilapidated vessel next to it.




In Treated, it remains re-presented, but disengaged from site and,
like the archival film of the children playing in the pool projected
onto the old walls of the swimming shed, a memorial to a time past.
The site’s serious and newer technologies, activated as sites of play,
as in Noble’s and Bindi Cole Chocka’s work, give rise to notions of the
sacred and the profane as they disconnect the technologies from
their practical function, but re-connect the audience with their
senses.

In answer to both works it might be said that sometimes, a poo is
just a poo, but in chocolate and glitter, our associations to the sites
are transformed, if only for a second to profane the utilitarian
technologies of the Odour Control Facility and aerators. They might
also be described as sacred technologies, which, in part, serve to
keep ourselves from knowing ourselves. We humans are abject, we
are smelly; we are, in our waste, equal.



The waste disposal centre, once known as the tip, is also a place that
speaks to our equality. When | was at Primary School, in the 1970s,
one of the more fascinating things to do was the twice-yearly trip to
the Mt Eliza tip. On entering the facility, and rounding the dirt
mounds, from afar, the discarded objects, seemed as if they had
been spewed into a singular mass.

For a happy image, | describe it as looking like hundreds and
thousands clinging to a scoop of chocolate yoghurt, but the closer my
father and | got to the rubbish heap, the more it looked like what it
was — a dirt mound about to trap the objects in stratum, landfill.
Equal, in their valueless heap. The tip is gone, moved north to
become a ‘waste refuse centre’, and in its place there are two BPs
dominating the view at the back of Mt Eliza — great beacons for the
car, and for the spectre of capitalism and progress. As Dad disposed
of the domestic rubbish | would forage for gold, figuratively
speaking.

For most people, the objects had moved past their use-by date; for
some their obsolescence was their saving grace for they could be re-
constituted, and put back into the field of play — spruced up and re-



used as what they were (in the case of toys), but for everyday
materials, broken up, recombined and given new life, if only for a
short time. From dump-scouring child to artist, it’s probably not such
a hard leap to make for the imagination.

For the philosopher, Giorgio Agamben, to profane means to ‘return
things to the free use of’ all people and as in the case of children,
perform a special kind of ‘negligence’ on the object, one that he
describes simply, as play.'| would argue we did that at the tip; the
object did not carry the cultural weight that it once had because it
had been discarded — it was free to be played with. Taken out of the
economic sphere the object at the tip — or any object in a child’s
hands before they are given over to the abstract concept of value —is
given over to profanity because it cannot be understood as property
to signify a status, something owned, or to be exchanged for
something of an equally symbolic value.

The art object, that is the thing looked at and participated in from
the bus and on the sites around Cocoroc entered into a new



relationship with the space when activated by the audience. Like
children, the artist finds new combinations for objects, sites and
bodies in the studio.

The artists in Treated and Treatment both celebrated and profaned
the sites they worked with. The characters they imagined into being,
the objects they constructed, the sites they cleaned and inhabited,
are to be read outside of our usual experience of the world —in this
case our economies of consumer culture and waste management.

It is in this spirit, that although compacted and re-presented in a
gallery format for Treated that the artefacts are re-ordered and pick
up on a number of the abstract, and sometimes literal threads of the
works. The objects are not for sale but they are precious for what
they conjure, in remembering the project, the site, its inhabitation
and the audience reaction.



The academic Gay Hawkins suggests that waste is the ‘shit end of
capitalism’.” We hide it so well now that our infrastructure allows us
no view of what we expel but sometimes shit just bubbles up — like a
blocked toilet.

The Western Treatment Plant receives a good portion of
Melbourne’s ablutions; it is a technology spread out over ten and a
half thousand hectares and at its scale, the city cannot afford for it to

get blocked. It is a wonder for what it does and its technologies are
key to our civilisation.

As a total work, a technology removed from the people it serves, it is
enigmatic, but it hums. From the methane gas extraction, to the on-
site engineers and the filtration process of the anaerobic and aerobic
ponds the plant, for all its histories and mythologies, is an
infrastructure we should get to know — because as the artist



interprets it, the Western Treatment Plant resonates with us in more
ways than one.

Dr. Cameron Bishop
Deakin University



wyndhamcity

(/Hl?. c0a¢t. (/omeVl?

WYNDHAM ART GALLERY
177 Watton St, Werribee, Vic 3030
PH: 8734 6021
Visual Art Curators:
Maree Clarke maree.clarke@wyndham.vic.gov.au
Megan Evans megan.evans@wyndham.vic.gov.au

" Agamben, G. Profanations, Zone Books, New York, 2007, 73
i Hawkins, G. The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish, Roman and Littlefield, Oxford,
2006, vii


mailto:maree.clarke@wyndham.vic.gov.au
mailto:megan.evans@wyndham.vic.gov.au

