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THE ART OF TRASH
Multimedia artist Aurora Robson uses art 
as a platform for addressing our culture 
of waste
By Lauren McNally

To artist Aurora Robson, the only difference between 
art and trash is perspective. “Waste is merely displaced 
abundance,” she says in her talk at TedxPeachtree in Atlanta, 
Georgia, in 2013. “Giving thought and attention to a piece 
of matter is what makes something a piece of art and not a 
piece of trash.”

Trash wasn’t always Robson’s go-to, but it’s become her 
medium of choice to expose the fallacy that anything can 
truly be thrown away. In fact, she’s made a name for herself 
reincarnating into art what others have disposed of, taking a 
problem that’s escalated invisibly in our landfills, oceans and 
rivers and thrusting it into light.

Inspired by the tangled, amorphous masses that 
once stalked her dreams in childhood, Robson set out to 
reconstruct her memories of these nightmarish forms using 
the real-world horror lurking in all of our waking lives—
plastic. More specifically, plastic waste.

Yet despite their grim origin, the artist’s intricate, 
whimsical sculptures are decidedly optimistic. They’re lively, 
even—organic in a way that synthetic material simply isn’t. 
Suspended from the ceiling or snaking upward to the sky, 
Robson’s artwork forces the viewer to shift their perspective 
on trash, both physically and figuratively, as if to say: all is 
not lost.

In efforts to amplify her message and that of others 
engaged in art as activism, Robson started Project Vortex, 
a collective of artists, designers and architects whose work 
not only removes plastic from the environment but, more 
importantly, does it in a way that calls into question our very 
perception of value. She’s even designed a college course—
Sculpture + Intercepting the Waste Stream—to teach and 
inspire others to perpetuate the important work of creative 
stewardship.

In it, Robson challenges students to turn trash into works 
of art, using at least one item recovered from their local 
beach, river or other waterway. This changes the dynamic of 
the assigned cleanup, she says, from chore to treasure hunt—
precisely the paradigm shift we should all consider.

Maui native Aurora Robson returned to the islands in 
September to craft a one-of-a-kind sculpture out of 
ocean debris collected from the shores of O‘ahu by 
Sustainable Coastlines Hawaii. Entitled Kuleana, the 
work was the centerpiece of Honolulu's fifth annual Diner 
en Blanc, held this year at Turtle Bay Resort.
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