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A brief look at the work of

Tim Wetherell

Scientist an;P’Artist




Tim Wetherell

This article celebrates art and the sciences and is in recognition
of Tim’s beautiful work on the Oddie Refractor Il at Mt Stromlo.

Bio: Born in England. Artist. Scientist. Lecturer. Honours in
Physics and Electronics, PhD in Solid State Physics...

“I've learned so much about the workings of the universe and
yes, managed to wrench a reasonably tasty slice of the pie from
the world in the process. But first and foremost, I've always been
an artist.”
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“One thing every artist — in fact every person
— heeds, Is a pigeon hole. You need to be a
“‘something”, or many people won't get where
you’re coming from. Jackson Pollock was an

| Abstract Expressionist, Picasso was a Cubist,
what are you?

My work is inspired by both science and a passion for the
beautiful aesthetics of the Victorian era. Not just the frilly end
either. Also the big heavy riveted iron monsters of Victorian
industry. My work isn’t realist, nor is it abstract. It's not minimal
then again it's not entirely traditional. What it is, is what's
recently become known as Steampunk.”
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Steampunk

The Victorian age was, to a large extent,
an age of aesthetics in which skill and
craftsmanship were highly prized. What
something looked like really mattered to the
Victorians. In contrast, our modern world is
fixated on rock bottom dollar.
But we do have some really cool technology the Victorians
couldn’t have even dreamt of. What happens if you mix that
beautiful Victorian sense of aesthetics with the best of modern
technology? The answer of course, is Steampunk.
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The Oddie Refractor

The original 9 inch Oddie Telescope
was manufactured by Thomas Grubb
in around 1890 and gifted to the
Commonwealth by James Oddie,
a wealthy Victorian businessman
" and philanthropist. It was the first
| telescope to be installed on Mount
Stromlo in 1911.
SEE el DL T e ® The Oddie was initially used to test
the atmospheric conditions on Mount Stromlo with view to
establishing a Commonwealth Observatory there.
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The Oddie Refractor Il

After many years work as a research
instrument, the Oddie spent the last
30 years of it’s life as a much loved

- outreach telescope. The mystique

4 of a large brass refractor drew many

visitors to Stromlo and doubtless kindled
many a kid’s interest in astronomy and
science in general. The Oddie refractor

telescopes at Stromlo, during the

. & devastating 2003 bushfires although the
I original cast iron Grubb equatorial mount

o . survived largely intact.




The Oddie Refractor Il

In 2011, Stromlo Observatory, now the
ANU Research School of Astronomy
and Astrophysics commissioned
Tim Wetherell to design and build a

Ny replacement instrument for the Oddie, to
be known as the Oddie II.

This replacement OTA is not be a
museum style replica of the original
Oddie which would be neither feasible
nor desirable given it's intended
outreach function. It's an artwork in the
form of a working modern telescope with

a historic look and feel.
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That magnificent spun brass section at the base was manufactured here in
Australia by Whitehorse Industries. It defies belief that one can achieve the

necessary +0.2mm accuracy for a friction fit on the cap by spinning against an
MDF form - but achieve it they did!




Does there have to be a distinction between functional objects and art?
Personally | think not. And definitely in the Steampunk movement, many
functional objects from clocks to vehicles are without doubt “art” pieces.




The arrival of the new Oddie refractor on the mountain was celebrated with a
Heritage Day, complete with antique vehicles and period costumes.




“We're currently
working on the mount
for the Oddie (Colin at
MSO is doing the major
work and I'm restoring

the clockwork drive)
So we should have it
pointing upwards again
soon! This is a pic of
the damaged drive part
way into restoration”




The Great Wetherell Refractor

The Great Wetherell Refractor is a
Steampunk telescope on a grand scale. It
incorporates the riveted construction and
engraved brass circles of many telescopes
from the late nineteenth century, yet it's also
modern in it's use of electronic controls and
the best of today’s coated optics. This work
is a both a sculpture and a fully functional telescope. It's not a
replica, but a modern working instrument grounded firmly in the
tradition of the great Victorian refractors.

.













Clockwork Universe

Conceptually, Clockwork Universe explores early
scientific theories of astronomy, which saw the
universe as a gigantic deterministic machine
in which measurements made with sufficient
- precision could in theory, predict future outcomes.
Although the laws of mechanics discovered by Newton and

others are a superb at prediction the behavior of most of the
objects around us, when measurements are made with sufficient
precision and over long enough time, there are inevitable
deviations. Some of these very slight deviations were noticed in
the measured position of the planet Mercury. The discrepancy
between theory and experiment was tiny but real.

Ultimately Einstein was able to explain this using relativity

and the concept of massive objects distorting space-time. W

.
.q‘-"

e




There are numerous reasons, some
based in quantum science and some
more philosophical, to believe that
despite appearances, the universe
we live in doesn’t operate in a purely
mechanical, deterministic way. This
is referenced by a plate the side of

= the sculpture asking “Why would a

~ clockwork universe require a speed
adjuster?”

An animation of the moon going through it's phases can be
seen through the centre of the sculpture. This was developed in
collaboration with 3D artist Antony Williams. Clockwork Universe
is now installed in the foyer of Questacon (the National Science

and Technology Centre) in Canberra. -
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Solaris Antiquitus is a large steel representation of the sun. It's surface
texture is reminiscent of that of the sun when viewed through special solar
telescopes filtered to show only hydrogen alpha light




All text and images are from
http://platypusart.com

On this site you can view more works
and read Tim’s rantings.

And Check out Youtube
xZ9ID97MdDw

or see it on RAS website videos
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