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Inside / outside: Shannon Novak and the legacy of Anthony Caro 
Mary Reid 
 
The following text is taken from the book “Manhattan Phrase 40.74279,-74.008981 to 40.728411,-
73.975679”, 2014. 

 
 
“…one moment we’re inside our world of shapes and objects, and the next we’re wondering whether 
that’s enough. Yet maybe that’s where the truth is hidden…I think art is about human nature.” 

Sir Anthony Caro, 2013i  
 
This quote is drawn from one of the last published interviews of preeminent English Sculptor Sir Anthony 
Caro before his unexpected death in October 2013. It succinctly sums up the challenge, over the course of 
five plus decades of making abstract art that Caro put forth on himself as a maker and onto his audience. 
Caro’s ongoing experimentation with line in space, searching for “this hidden truth,” has been coupled 
with a tantalizing invitation to many artists. One of the most recent practitioners to pick up the baton is 
New Zealand artist Shannon Novak, who considers Caro a significant influence on his own contemporary 
practice. The essence of human nature can be found at the core of both Caro’s and Novak’s work. 
Although sadly Caro’s impressive artistic production has come to an end, the possibilities and 
opportunities provided by his legacy are pushing abstraction into new and exciting arenas, which Novak 
has successfully found a way to marry with sound using (anti) social technologies.  
 
Significant to understanding Novak’s current work is to consider how Caro’s thinking had changed over 
his career, and what lessons (directly and indirectly) he has imparted onto younger artists. After years of 
working as an apprentice to renowned figurative sculptor Henry Moore, Caro became increasingly 
dissatisfied with the limitations of representing the figure. By 1959 he started to look to new sources for 
inspiration and information. A research trip to the United States was made possible by a travel grant. 
There he became taken with the works by American Colour Field painter Kenneth Noland (1924-2010) 
and continued his ongoing dialogue with notable American art critic Clement Greenberg (1909-1994); 
champion of formalism and the flat plane. Both prominent figures connected to the New York art scene. 
As a result, by 1960, Caro had profoundly changed the trajectory of contemporary sculpture for 
generations of artists to come by incorporating the ground as an integral element elevating its function 
beyond just that of support. These early experiments are characterized by their colourful, open, linear and 
drawing-like qualities, which have inspired Novak to reconsider and rethink the concept of “drawing in 
space” thereby re-contextualizing the ground plane by embracing the technology of the present day. It is 
at this threshold of experimentation and investigation embodied in the oeuvre of Caro that Novak’s own 
New York inspired work, Manhattan Phrase 40.74279,-74.008981 to 40.728411,-73.975679 (2013)ii 
comes to life.  
 
As part of the Art in Odd Places 2013 project, Novak took the teachings imparted by Caro and pushed 
them literally and metaphorically into another realm incorporating his own background in music.iii Using 
augmented reality technology, Novak created a walk along 14th Street, in the heart of Manhattan, 
highlighting twelve overlooked innocuous sites that are each imbedded with a slice of music history. By 
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using an “app” that can be downloaded for free on a tablet or smartphone, participants are queued to these 
“odd places” along the journey. While holding their personal communication device up to the designated 
location a short piece of music related to that specific site’s history plays accompanied by a lively 
animation of line and colour.  
 
As expected, the average length of a person’s attention span has been affected by the rising popularity of 
YouTube. People have now become accustom to consuming short and sharp videos online via their 
handheld devices and with this consideration in mind Novak deliberately made each phrase around twenty 
seconds long. In addition the artist took into consideration the physical practicality of holding a device up 
to the allotted site for an extended period of time. Keeping each “phrase” short maintains engagement and 
reduces the level of physical stress of the viewer. 
 
Like Caro, Novak is taken by the magical character of a city. “New York as a place itself has had a 
considerable impact on how I view my practice; the sheer energy of the place puts it in a new context.”iv 
His work responds to the architecture, the shapes, the energy, and the sound. However instead of 
responding to a dominating overall characteristic, Novak is interested in aspects of the urban patina that 
are generally overlooked. As with previous works Novak finds that “music is in everything.”  According 
to the artist, “it doesn’t matter if it is in a light socket; music appears in all objects.” With this in mind, 
each site/phrase was selected specifically for its context in relationship to being overlooked in terms of its 
significance. Although created using his own personal form of music theory where colour relates to sound 
and sound relates to shape, each part of Manhattan Phrase 40.74279,-74.008981 to 40.728411,-
73.975679 (2013) reflects the rhythm embedded in both the slices of music history and overall city 
soundscape. 
 
Furthering the mandate of the exhibition premise “art in odd places” Novak selected some unlikely 
markers to locate each of his phrases. Out of the twelve sitesv two are of doors and the other ten represent 
some form of signage of which half are indicators designating access to water. For Caro, “a stand-in is a 
way of beginning.”vi The “stand-in” Caro is referring to is the large pieces of metal that he would employ 
that held “signs” that they had once been functional in some type of industrial or mechanical process. At 
times Caro would be aware of the intended function of the material he was using. However more often 
than not the original use of the various metal forms he would collect and use to create with were 
completely unknown to him. Caro never let this become an obstacle; he even felt that not knowing gave 
him the freedom to create with just the shape of the “stand-in.”vii Caro’s practice of just dealing with 
“shape” in turn has given permission to Novak to just play with the exceedingly banal intervals or “stand-
ins” that punctuate the cityscape, with great and random regularity.  
 
Starting with a literal “sign” Novak’s works use the grid as an organizational structure. At first blush the 
grid system may seem limited but in fact it is a route to investigations that allows him a freedom in 
expression through colour and sound, exploiting the potentials of positive and negative space. The artist 
likens his form of drawing to using masking tape on surfaces to create geometric forms. This method 
harkens back to modernist hard-edged abstraction, a form of painting dating from the late 1950’s and 
early 1960’s where areas of colour abut one another with stark and abrupt contrast. This style was a direct 
reaction against the brushy and gestural application of paint characterized by the work of the prominent 
Abstract Expressionists artists associated with the New York art scene a decade earlier. Within this 
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category fall Noland’s Stripe and Chevron paintings, which Caro was so indebted to for providing him a 
new direction in approaching sculpture; to consider “how economical a sculpture can be yet still be 
interesting to look at, still have something to evoke, and not just be a line lost in space.”viii  Novak in turn 
is now harvesting the fruits of this method shared by his artistic grandfather. In doing so he employs an 
economy of line, paring it down yet retaining as much expression that his musical drawings seemingly 
come to life with pulsating rhythms and emotions ranging from blissful happiness to solemn mourning. 
 
In addition, the artist’s reliance on the grid pushes these art historical references even further back into the 
canon, calling upon early champions of abstraction, such as Paul Klee (1879-1940) and Piet Mondrian 
(1872-1944). As serendipity loves to play, while Novak was in New York he had the fortunate 
opportunity to visit the exhibition Vasily Kandinsky: From Blaue Reiter to the Bauhaus, 1910-1925 at the 
Neue Galerie.ix Through tracing the evolution of Kandinsky’s (1866-1944) work into abstraction which 
developed into his concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art) the museum recreated a selection 
of Kandinsky’s wall paintings in a room accompanied by instrumental piano. This visual composition for 
a room reinforced the relationship of art, music, and theatre in Kandinsky’s work which for many obvious 
reasons resonated strongly with Novak. 
 
Using a smartphone or tablet as a tool or frame for experiencing both music and visual art, Novak 
employs the fourth dimension of virtual reality and combines it with the third dimension of the real world. 
Before having the opportunity to visit New York in person Novak worked remotely, using Skype and 
digital images to get a feel for the sound, movement, and colour of each site. I mention this part of the 
process because each phrase for the artist is in fact a “drawing in space,” simultaneously virtual, 
metaphorical, literal and physical. Akin to Caro’s defiant act of removing the base of a sculpture and 
using the ground plane as a surface upon which to draw with linear elements to denote and define space, 
Novak’s employs cellphones or tablets as an alternate ground enabling his work to float in air. Novak has 
now transitioned this process of drawing in space to make links between moving images, sound, 
animation and colour. In all of his phrases multiple colours are used yet there is a subtlety of the colour 
relationships, which creates complex associations and connections and adds fundamentally to the overall 
experience.  
 
Another shared aspect of each artist’s work is that the viewer cannot physically enter these spaces created. 
“The transition from interior to exterior… must be made with one’s eyes and mind.”x With Caro’s 
sculptures, for practical reasons ranging from size, scale, and care and control enforced by museum 
etiquette, we can only imagine the interior spaces of his works. However in regards to Novak’s 
compositions even though the technology replicates the “real” world for us to see and hear, the “drawing” 
only takes place within the realm of the screen. 
 
As I have written elsewhere. “Caro brought his work down to human level, to operate in our world, to live 
in the same environment and occupy the same plane as the spectator. His work was not about an 
oppressive commanding presence or about reverence; it was now about operating on an equal footing, 
democratic, and thus exploring the relationships of the real world.”xi This is what Novak does with his 
augmented reality interventions.  
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Using open source systems, Novak is able to transform anyone’s smartphone or tablet into a work of art. 
These technologies have become increasingly common accruements almost necessary for daily living. 
Although it is touted that these wonder-devices help us stay in touch with our friends, colleagues and 
family, more regularly and more efficiently, Novak feels that they may have a reverse effect by cutting us 
off from each other. No longer do we make small talk with strangers, or even (dare I suggest) eye contact, 
now we are all buried in our hand held screens, obliviously wandering through the city, checking 
Facebook, but not necessarily engaging with the world that is our immediate surroundings. Using this 
readily available technology Novak’s work has become a social driver.  
 
Manhattan Phrase 40.74279,-74.008981 to 40.728411,-73.975679 (2013) has elicited a constant stream 
of dialogue from participants connecting them to sound art and making references to the history of 
abstract painting. During the opening of the exhibition project, the first week resulted in “generating 
crowds around what would seem ordinary objects on the street, many perplexed, some humoured, and 
others inspired.”xii Novak readily admits that his relationship to colour, line and music is a subjective 
language that he has developed overtime yet he is equally interested in the personal flavour each viewer 
experiences.  Further deepening this relationship is that Novak sees his audience as co-producers. He 
relinquishes control,xiii relishing in giving people the ability to determine how they want to engage, play 
and manage their own walk down 14th Street. By opening and inspiring different methods to approach 
space his audiences reconsider art in a total way, engaging in a conversation about art, what is art, what 
are the boundaries and ways of crossing and pushing them. As Novak passes his work to his participants 
they remix it and pass it back. Akin to cracking and hacking the system, this opening and subsequent 
owning of space, informs future pieces.  
 
Novak describes his current practice as composing “visual, musical, and audiovisual scores for objects 
and locations.”xiv What this description does not encapsulate is what his work fundamentally shares with 
Caro; both artists take us on a wonderful adventure of looking and understanding space. With Novak this 
is further intensified through active and engaged listening, tapping further into those hidden truths and 
expanding upon what it means to be human inside a highly technological saturated outside world. 
 
 
Mary Reid is currently the Director/Curator of the School of Art Gallery at the University of Manitoba, 
Manitoba, Canada. She was formerly the Curator of Contemporary Art and Photography at Winnipeg Art 
Gallery (2004 to 2011). She is appointed by the city of Winnipeg to the Winnipeg Arts Council Board of 
Directors. Previously, Reid was a member of the Public Art Committee for the City of Winnipeg, the 
Image Committee of the Winnipeg Downtown Biz, co-chair of Winnipeg’s Nuit Blanche 2011 and former 
President of the Board of Winnipeg’s Contemporary Dancers. In 2010, she worked with the Winnipeg 
Arts Council as part of the Cultural Capital program of events to coordinate My City’s Still Breathing, a 
symposium that explored the many dimensions of the arts, artists and the city. Over the last decade she 
has curated numerous exhibitions on contemporary art and photography. In addition to exhibition 
coordination, Reid has project-managed and contributed essays to several catalogues, brochures, journals, 
magazines, and books including Anthony Caro: Drawing in Space (2009). 
 
*unless indicated all quotes and references are drawn from a Skype conversation with the artist on August 
8, 2013, approximately 8:00PM CT, Winnipeg, Canada. 
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**The author wishes to thank Dr. Denis Longchamps for feedback on earlier drafts of this text. 
 
																																																													
i Jon Isherwood, “Edge is Important: A conversation with Anthony Caro,” Sculpture, July/ August, 2013, p. 55.  
ii Completed in October 2013, the title of each site/phrase reflects its actual geographical coordinates. 
iii Novak was trained on the piano as a child. He went on to study classical, and then modern and jazz. This training 
lead into improvisational experimentation which developed into writing musical scores that combined classical, 
modern and jazz. Before pursuing a career as a visual artist, Novak gave serious consideration to becoming a 
professional musician.  
iv Email exchange with author, October 15, 2013. 
v The number twelve is in reference to the twelve notes of a musical scale. 
vi Jon Isherwood, “Edge is Important: A conversation with Anthony Caro,” Sculpture, July/ August, 2013, p. 53. 
vii Ibid. 
viii Mary Reid, Anthony Caro: Drawing in Space, The Works of Anthony Caro, volume 1, (London: Lund Humphries, 
October 2009): 18. 
ix Exhibition run: October 3, 2013-February 10, 2014. 
x Opsit. 30. 
xi Ibid. 13. 
xii Email exchange with author, October 15, 2013. 
xiii Novak enjoys audience members taking screenshots of his animations and sharing them via social media. 
xiv Email exchange with author, October 15, 2013. 
 
 
	


