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So close...yet: Shannon Novak and New Zealand's augmented modernism 
Stephen Cleland 
 
The following text is taken from the book “Manhattan Phrase 40.74279,-74.008981 to 
40.728411,-73.975679”, 2014. 
 
 

 
 
Shannon Novak, Symphonic Lineage, 2011, a site-responsive work installed on Queen Street, Auckland, New 
Zealand, on the street facade of music store Real Groovy. 
 
 
aug mented, adj. 
 
1. Made greater, increased, intensified […] 
 
2.b. Music. Of an interval: greater by a chromatic semitone than a perfect, or than a major, 
interval of the same name: opp. to diminished. [...] 
 
 
Draft additions December 2005. 
 
Augmented reality n. the use of technology which allows the perception of the physical world 
to be enhanced or modified by computer-generated stimuli perceived with the aid of special 
equipment; reality as perceived in this way.i 
 
 
I want to begin by picking apart this term 'augmented'. In doing so I am attracted initially to 
this citation in the Oxford English Dictionary as the order of the entry seems to echo the 
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general trajectory of Auckland-based artist Shannon Novak's body of work over the past five 
years. The first definition here, 'made greater, increased, intensified', relates not only to 
physical enlargements in size or volume. The etymology of the root word 'augment' also 
infers numerical scaling and repetition. Novak's early op-inspired paintings have likewise 
both been scaled over buildings and emerged from the serial repetition of motifs drawn from 
New Zealand modernist painting. In the second musical definition the twin etymological 
meanings of 'chromatic' – as both relating to the science of sound and colour – seem perfectly 
apt in framing Novak's increasing tendency to incorporate music into his abstractions. Novak 
is concerned with the mysterious links between colour and music. While most viewers won't 
share Novak's synaesthesia, more often now he attempts to open up his view of the world by 
'translating' his abstractions to musical compositions and vice versa. The third definition as it 
relates to augmented reality (AR), best elucidated by Dr. Ian Gwilt's contribution to this 
publication, is now evident in Novak's most recent work. This would seem like a leap away 
from these two prior meanings of the term and by implication Novak's prior bodies of work. 
But Novak's incorporation of his abstractions and musical compositions into these AR 
projections clearly positions these recent experiments within his larger project. That is to say, 
Novak’s entire body of work over this period could be thought of as a teasing out of these 
multifaceted notions of augmentation.  
 
My project here is to introduce some key developments in Novak’s work that lead up to the 
body of work produced for the exhibition Art in Odd Places: Number, Manhattan, New York. 
This shift to an American context potentially loses some of the localised concerns that drove 
Novak's initial interest in augmentation. I want to particularly address his work within what 
could be called New Zealand’s 'augmented' relationship to American high-modernism – to 
span ways in which New Zealand artists of the past have approached modernist painting from 
this part of the world. Within this context Novak’s recent AR experiments that use devices 
like the iPad is less a radical departure from the concerns of these earlier artists than one 
might think. Within New Zealand's modernist history the relationship between design and art 
is also perhaps more fluid than within a parallel American art history in the 20th century. In 
particular, this essay focuses on the influence that New Zealand modernist painters/designers 
had on Novak’s practice; specifically the abstractionists Gordon Walters and Milan Mrkusich.  
 
It is difficult to sum up large movements of art history in such a short essay – let alone trying 
to introduce a national discourse. But in order to discuss some of the issues of New Zealand's 
unique perspective of international abstraction it is useful to consider our geographical 
context. In both the literary and visual modernist movements of the twentieth century the 
notion of geographic isolation was of extreme importance to understanding the way many 
writers and artists felt in relation to international movements. ‘No other people is so 
surrounded by ocean immensities' said the poet Allen Curnowii. Or in the words of historian 
Keith Sinclair: ‘If you turn the globe until you see the largest possible areas of ocean – what 
is sometimes called the water hemisphere – you will see that New Zealand is not far from the 
middle.’iii In many ways this discourse was always a fiction – one as grand perhaps as 
Clement Greenberg's early claims for high modernist painting. Greenberg's claims rested on 
an argument that the entire path of international modernism was towards a totally self-
referential art, completely separate and unique from the influence of other creative genres 
such as theatre. This ambition for Greenberg had reached a climax in America in the 1940’s 
and early 1950’s through Pollock, Newman, Rothko and the like. New Zealand's myth was 
that the country was so isolated that an engagement with deep meaning on the scale of high-
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modernist aspirations was haunted by an unmatched solitude. Of course in hindsight New 
Zealand was by no means the only place in the world with an island mentality. But in many 
important ways such discussions did provide a basis for many artists and art historians alike 
to begin to theorise about this geographic isolation as having shaped a unique trajectory for 
abstract art. 
 
This came partly at a theoretical level when artists engaging with high-modernist/gestural 
work didn't have close contact with the key critics and theorists such as Greenberg. New 
Zealand art historian Francis Pound optimistically employs the phrase a 'fertile mistranslation' 
of modernist discourse to describe the innovation that led to Colin McCahon – one of New 
Zealand’s most famous modernist painters – to use language in his large abstract-
expressionist paintings and thereby break the narrow rules of the modernist cannon. 
Mediation was another characteristic influence on these ambitious forays into abstraction. For 
many years New Zealand artists only experienced great modernist works through 
reproduction, without means to access to the originals. This translation greatly affected the 
artists’ understanding of materiality in modernism. Due to the poor quality reproductions of 
works, and few first-hand experiences of the art, many New Zealand artists in the 1950’s 
assumed the Northern Hemisphere abstract works by artists like Mondrian to be cleaner, 
flatter, and less ‘gritty’ than they actually areiv. By the time they saw some of the European 
masters like Mondrian in 1957 at Auckland Art Gallery, a strong language of immaculate flat 
plains of colour had been cemented in the minds of New Zealand artists. This continued with 
the re-emergence of abstraction in the 1980’s, as artists like Ralph Hotere, Walters, Mrkusich 
and a host of others upscaled their abstractions. No mistakes. No texture. No visible 
brushstrokes. Just beautifully refined geometric bars and circles generated within 
mathematically calculated compositions.  
 
What is interesting about these early figures of New Zealand modernism, particularly 
Mrkusich and Walters, is that they developed a highly refined language of abstraction that 
was adaptable for various contexts. Consequently the notion of purity promoted by Greenberg 
was largely lost. Walter’s most famous works were both representations and abstractions 
through their appropriation and simplification of the visual language of the Maori people, 
New Zealand’s indigenous population. Walters appropriated the koru, a motif that frequently 
features in traditional meeting houses and is based on simplified versions of the ferns and 
plant wildlife. He also applied these motifs not only to paintings but to design projects like his 
design for the New Zealand Film Commission logo commissioned in 1979v. Likewise 
Mrkusich's abstractions formed the basis for an extensive body of furniture, urban design and 
architectural projects as a partner of Brenner Associates, an architectural firm operating in 
Auckland in the 1950’s and early 1960’svi. Whilst within these endeavours he actively sought 
to maintain a separation between his paintings and his design work, his colleague and fellow 
architect partner in the company Desmond Mullen describes Mrkusich's painting and 
architectural practices as practically inseparable. 
 
The relationship between Milan [Mrkusich]'s art-works and his design work could not have 
been closer. Philosophically speaking they were one and the same thing. The separation 
between the two disciplines was simply this. For the vast majority of the time he continued his 
painting as a sort of home exercise … I never saw him do any paintings in the office. But it 
was that while physically he kept the two activities separate, in reality they were so closely 
related in this brain that from a distance looking back they were indistinguishable.vii 
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The tenuous ties then between Walters and Mrkusich and Greenberg's insistence to separate 
painting from other disciplines made their abstractions more mobile. Mrkusich's abstractions 
turned up in cathedrals, on art museums, in domestic designer furniture and even once within 
the design of the courtyard paving in a public squareviii. All of these contexts seem valid for 
his aspirations as a painter to manifest.  
 
A generation on from these early New Zealand modernists, and with increasingly more timely 
information available about developments in international art, this notion of distance however 
re-emerged. At a theoretical level, the artist Julian Dashper began searching for a conceptual 
strand of art rooted in a kind of augmented version of modernism. In the 1990’s, the 
conceptualist began ironically claiming distance to be 'an advantage'. The qualities of flatness 
that had entered into New Zealand modernist works became clear tropes for Dashper to use 
self-consciously in his own work. Flatness was not only a good formal solution for creating a 
self-reflexive art – but a trope to signify a New Zealand painting derived through 
reproductions. The qualities of flatness then could then become a way of critically thinking 
through distance by articulating its effects. To paraphrase Dashper: We received international 
art in the form of slides and reproductions. It seemed only natural to send our art back that 
wayix. Dashper was never short of a one liner; he was once asked what kind of artist he was. 
'I'm a realist painter' Dashper replied. The question, 'What do you paint?' naturally followed, 
to which Dashper replied: 'Abstract art.'x Dashper was operating in a context where New 
Zealand abstractionists had much greater contact with an international scene and could 
position themselves with more clarity. By this stage in the mid 1990’s many artists travelled 
regularly, and there was a sudden spike in the variety of international art publications all with 
high quality reproductions – and more frequently the paintings themselves were brought to 
New Zealand galleries. Of course, the ubiquity of the Internet nowadays has further collapsed 
the sense of distance. Interestingly, this drop in our distance-related anxiety also corresponded 
internationally with the problematisation of the notion of a singular centre of artistic activity. 
Bas Jan Ader, the performance artist who migrated from the Netherlands to America seemed 
to anticipate the coming spirit of this new non-centrist art world when he said that ‘here is 
always somewhere else'xi.  
 
It seemed strange initially then for Novak to directly reference these discussions in 2008, 
when it seemed that a lot of these arguments had already been played out and had reached 
some kind of natural conclusion. But Novak’s exhibitions Relative Major and Minor Triads 
and Semitone Shift channel Walters in such a way that his abstractions become chromatically 
loaded – in both senses of the term. Novak's approach to reworking Walters also quickly 
shifted direction. Within this series the koru was already barely recognisable. He then further 
loses any surface information that Walters had retained in favour of acrylic plexiglass, tape, 
and other materials that turn up not only in galleries but also on prominent buildings within 
his locale. His attraction to these materials is a nod to Dashper that is also routed in the 
aspirations of earlier New Zealand modernists. In an important sense Novak is channeling the 
motifs of early New Zealand modernism through the influence of conceptualists like Dashper. 
Dashper's particular take on modernism gives abstraction back a certain intellectual vitality 
that Novak seems to thrive within. Abstraction becomes an efficient way of discussing all the 
particularities of place whilst still enjoying the benefits of formalist painting; working directly 
with colour, line, surface, and materiality (or a lack thereof). Novak’s work develops a more 
liberal space generated by augmenting further these relationships between art and its 
surrounding environment. Whilst his tools to develop his recent works have expanded into an 
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augmented phase of mapping digital objects onto these buildings through live video imagery, 
this in effect completes a loop of augmentation deeply rooted within New Zealand 
modernism. He provides abstractions with an increased mobility – to be installed within 
various sites and locations with ease, but by doing so evokes the aspirations of New Zealand 
modernist painters and their fraught relationship with the separation of disciplines and indeed 
their perceived separation from distant shores. When one has such aspirations in the 
contemporary context, augmented abstractions can better lose their singularity and traverse 
geographic borders. 
 
 

  
 
Shannon Novak, Odic Time Piece, New Plymouth Clock Tower, New Plymouth, New Zealand, 2011. 
 
 

 
 
Shannon Novak, Melodic Flourish, Atrium on Takutai, Britomart, Auckland, New Zealand, 2011 
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Milan Mrkusich, Yellow with Blue Circle. 1946-53. 
Gouache, 332 x 514mm. 
Courtesy of Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, reproduced with permission of the artist. 
 
 

 
 
Florian Habicht, Freyberg Place, Auckland, New Zealand, 1998. 
Reproduced with permission from Edward Hanfling. 
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i OED (Oxford English Dictionary) Online, accessed January 31, 2014. 
ii As quoted in Francis Pound, Dashper and Distance, published by Sue Crockford Gallery with the 
assistance of the Arts Council of New Zealand, 1991, p. 8. 
iii Keith Sinclair, ‘Life in the Provinces’, Distance Looks Our Way, 1961, p. 27. 
iv As is well documented it's important to note that many of the modernists including McCahon and 
Hotere did do significant global trips which had a large impact on their practice. I am not arguing that 
the artists were naive so much as the affects of reabsorbing these experiences back within New 
Zealand, without being fully immersed in the American or European scenes, nonetheless created a new 
and distinct strand of modernist practice. 
v Walters logo proved highly influential to local graphic designers. As designer Michael Smythe wrote 
to Walters in 1983: ‘I believe you have essentially solved the problem of representing New Zealand's 
identity.’ http://www.aucklandartgallery.com/whats-on/events/2004/october/gordon-walters-prints-
plus-design, cited March 2014. 
vi Hanfling describes Brenner Associates as follows: Mrkusich had close ties with the Architecture 
School...But it was as a designer that he was asked to join Brenner Associates...The influence of 
Brenner was far reaching. The members designed houses – not only buildings themselves but their 
contents as well. They opened a shop in order to sell both local and imported goods for house and 
office interiors. In addition they designed shop fronts and exhibition display stands. This was New 
Zealand's first design company. Edward Hanfling, Ruskin on Mrkusich, Thesis, The University of 
Auckland, 1998. p. 81. 
vii Desmond Mullen, Letter to O. Nichols, 7/9/96, as quoted in Edward Hanfling, Ruskin on Mrkusich, 
Thesis, The University of Auckland, 1998. p. 97. 
viii	The paving design was in fact an appropriation of Mrkusich’s gouache Yellow with Blue Circle 
1946-53 by architect Andrew Patterson. This homage nonetheless demonstrates the degree of respect 
the artist commands within the architectural community. Other instances of Mrkusich’s architecturally 
scaled works include the Cable Street facade, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, 
Wellington, 1995; St Joseph’s Church windows and mosaics, Great North Road, Grey Lynn, Auckland, 
1960; B.J. Ball building mosaic mural, Graham Street, Central Auckland, 1959; and Mrkusich House, 
Auckland, constructed 1951-52.  
ix Julian Dashper, 'Artists Notes', 1990, from Francis Pound, Dashper and Distance, Published by Sue 
Crockford Gallery with the assistance of the Arts Council of New Zealand, 1991, p. 5. 
x Julian Dashper recalled this in conversation with the author on the occasion of his commission at Te 
Tuhi Centre for the Arts, Auckland, 2009. 
xi See Here Is Always Somewhere Else; The Disappearance Of Bas Jan Ader, directed by Rene 
Daalder, 2007. 
	


