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technical details
Ecophene has been designed to

give the subtle visual and audio effect
of steady falling water with a focus on
experience rather than aesthetics.

In order to achieve this, a
stainless steel bore pump has been
submersed in the river close to the
central pylon of the arch. The pump
draws water from the river up into
a vertical stainless steel supply tube,
through a filter and across the top of
the arch to its apex in a second PVC
supply tube. From the apex of the arch
the water feeds into the curved PVC
outlet tube and flows out through
a number of holes drilled into its
underside. The number and size of the
holes have been carefully calculated to
determine the intensity of the waterfall –
strong enough to be visible from certain
angles and light enough to be invisible
(yet audible) from others – giving the
work an ephemeral and ghost-like aura.

The hydraulic system is fixed in
place using stainless steel clamps and
supporting platforms. The system and
its supports are intentionally left in their
raw material state, undisguised to
enable a pure and unadorned
experience.

The power for the pump is
provided by an existing electricity supply
on the bridge and is connected to a
timer so that the work is turned off for
a period each night. The work is unlit
as it is not intended to be read as
a spectacle but rather as a curious
occurrence that a passerby may
come across on a quiet afternoon.
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The destruction of the Yarra Yarra’s
waterfall in 1883 had irreversible
consequences for the river’s ecology.
Ecophene re-inhabits this site,
quietly marking a passing of time
and the importance of remembering.

Karen Abernethy born 1977
Lives and works in Melbourne
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introduction
The City of Melbourne’s Public Art

program focuses on supporting
innovation, expression and discussion.
It seeks to engage the individual citizen
and Australia’s diverse communities.

The program offers opportunities
for artists to contribute to the
interpretation and development
of our urban environment. Each year,
the City of Melbourne commissions
a wide variety of artworks that aim
to engage the community with new
tendencies and approaches to public
art creating an environment in which
everyone can access and experience
challenging artwork in the public domain.

artist’s statement
I believe the creation of urban

sculpture should present an instant
of heightened perception, not only
drawing the viewer to the work but also
to the surrounding environment, thereby
forming new vantage points from which
to experience place. Ecophene creates
an interface between site and subject,
framing one in relation to the other and
transforming both at once.

In October 1883 the Yarra Yarra’s
rocky waterfall in Melbourne was
blasted away, allowing for a more
accessible and commercially functional
waterway. The blasting of the falls
resulted in a dramatic rise of the water
level and the entire Yarra Yarra up
to Dights Falls, Abbotsford, becoming
tidal and saline. Ecophene seeks to
recognise this event in the history
of Melbourne as both an important
and devastating moment in the city’s
development.

Karen Abernethy
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ecophene: a type of
individual developing
as a result of a
physiological, as
opposed to genetic,
response to habitat
factors.

Aquatic Sciences
and Fisheries
Abstract Agricultural
Thesaurus





ecophene essay
A layered location replete with
human histories and memories,
place has width as well as depth.
It is about connections, what
surrounds us, what formed it,
what happened there, what will
happen there.1

Placed under a traverse archway
of the newly renovated Sandridge Bridge
crossing the Yarra River, Karen Abernethy’s
Ecophene, a simple water wall, is a quiet
and intimate gesture that marks
the complex and at times brutal history
of the site. Situated on the north side
of the bridge, away from the commercial
hustle and bustle of Southbank, Ecophene
shimmers ghost-like and translucent
in the natural light, barely visible at certain
times of the day. The gentle sound of the
falling water is faint against a background
noise of commuters, public transport
and construction.

Abernethy describes her work
as a 're-inhabitation' of the site. Originally
trained as an architect, Abernethy
is interested in the ways in which sculpture
can be used to intervene in public spaces
to draw attention to the architectural
and physical past of a place. Working
in collaboration with jewellery maker Kiko
Gianocca, Abernethy set out to make
a work of public art that focuses on
the human and natural history of a place
of importance to both Indigenous and
non-Indigenous Australians. The Sandridge
Bridge is a site that resonates with the
tensions and undercurrents of Melbourne’s
history. Abernethy and Gianocca have
used simple building materials such
as PVC piping and standard pump fittings
to create a wall of cascading water on
the site where a small yet significant
waterfall, Yarra Yarra Falls, flowed until its
demolition in 1883. Ecophene draws
attention to an ancient landscape that lies
beneath Melbourne’s cityscape and pays
quiet homage to the ecological,
economical, social and cultural significance
of rivers in the Australian imagination.

The complex network of rivers,
estuaries, creeks, streams, underground
waterways and lakes that criss-cross
the Australian landscape are the nation’s
lifeblood. Like the Murray and Darling
Rivers, the Yarra River is a place

of immense historical and cultural meaning
to both the original owners of the land,
the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation
and early European settlers. Known to
the Wurundjeri as Birrarung, ‘river of mists’,
the Yarra River was given the name Yarra
Yarra in 1835 by John Helder Wedge
of the Port Phillip Association in the
mistaken belief that this was the Aborginal
name for the river. Wedge recalled:

On arriving in sight of the river,
the two natives who were with me
pointed to the river, and called out
at it ‘Yarra, Yarra’, which at the time
I imagined to be its name.
But I afterwards learnt that
the words were what they used
to designate a waterfall, as they
gave the same designation to
a small fall in the Werribee River,
as we crossed it on our way back
to Indented Head.’
The Yarra Yarra Falls, which roughly

followed the line of the Sandridge Bridge
today, marked the division between
the freshwater river and the saltwater river
and kept the saltwater of the bay from
encroaching into the fertile wetlands.
The freshwater river was a rich source
of water, birds, fish and plant food.
Eels were caught in weirs of stone
and arrabine (woven funnels), mussels,
fish and tortoise were harvested,
kangaroo and emu were hunted.
‘Among the trees and along the creek
banks…was a complex array of camp
sites, resource extraction sites,
ceremonial sites, sacred sites and a wide
range of other places imbued with deep
spiritual meaning to the Wurundjeri’2.
The Wurundjeri people had, and continue
to have, an intimate relationship with their
custodial lands, an understanding
of its seasons, plants and animals,
which balanced the needs of the day
with the needs of future generations and
the environment.

Early European settlers recognised
Birrarung as an ideal location for their
settlement, attracted to the freshwater
supply and easy access to the ocean.
They initially lived on the north bank
of the river, only moving onto the south
bank in the 1850s, the falls marking
the limit of their navigation. While the river
offered certain advantages it also
presented a series of problems including

seasonal flooding and a narrowing
of the river at the point at which the
freshwater met the saltwater limiting
shipping access. As the settlement grew
into a town, and later into a city, these
issues became more pressing and as
The Leader proclaimed: ‘…the citizens
of Melbourne … perceived the necessity
for a better water way to the city than
nature has provided, and the only question
was how to obtain it’3. A series of major
engineering schemes, including the
demolition of the falls in 1883, completely
re-shaped what was now called the Yarra
River, leaving it about two kilometres
shorter than its original course and causing
the lower river to rise dramatically,
becoming tidal and saline. Contemporary
descriptions of the blasting of the falls
show a dangerous and intrepid endeavour
- divers in copper helmets and lead boots
winching rocks and debris to land, every
so often large boulders slipping back into
the water where other divers continued
to work underwater at times for up to two
hours4. The river-scape we see today
in central Melbourne is completely artificial
and bares little resemblance to the
landscape prior to the arrival of Europeans.

The Sandridge Bridge was
constructed in 1888 by David Munro
as a direct result of the Gold Rush, and
the consequent increased immigration
and trade. It replaced two earlier bridges
erected in 1853 and 1859 and provided
a direct route from Flinders Street Station
to Port Melbourne at Hobsons Bay on
Port Phillip. It is one of the first railway
structures in Melbourne to use steel
girders rather than iron and is significant
for its lack of European imitation
or decoration. The bridge’s main steel
girders and pylons are included on
the Victorian Heritage Register. The
Sandridge was used for freight until the
1950s and passenger services until the
late 1980s, when the rail authority
decommissioned it. It fell into disrepair
until it was redeveloped in 2006 as a
pedestrian and cycle path and public
space connecting the new Queensbridge
Square at Southbank to Flinders Walk
on the north bank.

Ecophene seeks to mark this history
of the Yarra and the Sandridge Bridge ‘as
an important moment in the development
of the city which resulted in the inevitable

loss of innumerable species of flora
and fauna that once populated our most
prominent waterway’5 The bridge
is a remnant of a period in Melbourne’s
history that is marred by environmental
and cultural devastation. The falling water
provides a window onto this past, quietly
marking a passing of time and the
importance of remembering. In contrast
to Roy Grounds iconic Waterwall (1968)
at the entrance to NGV International
on St Kilda Road, Ecophene is a subtler,
elegiac work that consciously mines
the history of the site it occupies.
It tenderly brings to life the underbelly
|of the bridge, perhaps quietly weeping
in remembrance. Abernethy and Gianocca
have created a beautiful, ephemeral
installation that marks a place for reflection
and meditation amidst the traffic and
commerce of inner city Melbourne.

Sarah Tutton
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