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Visibility, sound, and presence 
Tracey Benson 
 
The following text is taken from the book “Manhattan Phrase 40.74279,-74.008981 to 40.728411,-
73.975679”, 2014. 
 
 
“If I were not a physicist, I would probably be a musician. I often think in music. I live my daydreams in 
music. I see my life in terms of music.” 

Albert Einstein 
 
The quote from Einstein reminds me of the creative work of friend and collaborator, Shannon Novak, whose 
augmented reality compositions often contain a musical score and who is driven creatively by 'seeing music'.  
To provide a context, my first exposure to Novak and his work came from when we met at the SCANZ 
Residency in 2013, New Plymouth, New Zealand. We had corresponded briefly before meeting, and had 
identified a mutual interest in locative media technologies and challenging ideas of art and site. Since that 
meeting we now communicate regularly and share many conversations about our creative processes and 
experiences. 
 
With Novak’s work there is always an auditory layer that interacts with the visual composition that echoes 
across time and space, or non-space. In an essay about his work Tonnetz (2013), Danielle Georgiou stated 
that: 
 
“He is a synesthete - one who can look at objects and experience them as a series of specific sounds, colors, 
and shapes. Everything to him has a ‘sound quality’ and this exhibition gives the viewer the ability to 
experience Novak’s synesthesia.”i 
 
In Novak's augmented media interventions, the use of combinations of images (geometric forms), which 
emerge over time with accompanying musical score calls to mind the early abstractionists, in particular 
Wassily Kandinsky and Piet Mondrian who were both inspired by the relationship between music and visual 
art. What the history books often forget to mention is that many artists and thinkers of their time were 
influenced by Theosophy – a philosophical movement dedicated to the search for higher forms of 
metaphysical knowledge.  
 
One text in particular is critical to the development of abstract art in the early part of the 20th Century – 
Thought-Forms by Annie Besant and Charles Webster Leadbeaterii. The section titled “Forms Built by 
Music”iii discussed how music could produce flashing forms of colour and shape. Besant and Leadbeater 
proposed that: 
 
“Many people are aware that sound is always associated with colour that when, for example, a musical note 
is sounded, a flash of colour corresponding to it may be seen by those whose finer senses are already to some 
extent developed. It seems not to be so generally known that every sound produces form as well as colour, 
and that every piece of music leaves behind it an impression of this nature, which persists for some 
considerable time, and is clearly visible and intelligible to those who have eyes to see”.iv 
 
For Novak as a synesthete, the first response to a site is a musical one - a synesthetic identification. From 
taking this sound impression, he then creates a visual and auditory interaction with the location, creating a 
'virtual' yet permanent impression of the site via the use of augmented reality tools, video, and sound. 
Theosophy's spiritualist heritage also had an interesting role in experimenting with emerging technologies, 
particularly in terms of making devices to communicate with those who had passed on. For example, at 
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séances many different experimental electrical devices were used to try and contact 'the other side'. In 
Novak's interventions there is a sense of play between the visible and invisible by leaving a virtual trace that 
lingers, perhaps a haunting. 
 
Steven Connor in his paper titled “Voice, Technology and the Victorian Ear”v comments that: 
 
“During the 1860s and 1870s, the systems of `visible speech', which enabled the direct transformation of 
acoustic signals into visual form, find parallels in the automatic writing and `direct writing' practised by 
mediums during this period, both of which dispensed with the requirement for the members of the séance to 
decode the spirit messages”vi. 
 
In this essay, Conner explores the relationship of seeing between the visible and invisible, focusing on 
developments in science, particularly physics and telephony. In the introduction he states “I want in this 
paper to enquire about the other side of seeing, or about what in the sensorium was subdued by seeing, and in 
particular the cultural and scientific-technological transformations of sound and hearing”.vii 
 
He also clearly distinguished between the practices of Theosophy and Spiritualism, which is quite a complex 
discussion, only hinted at here. However, his point at the end resonates for me in regards to Novak’s work. 
He concludes that: 
 
“There is an unbroken continuity between the sciences and technological enhancements of the senses and the 
cruder forms of technology characteristic of the earlier nineteenth century... But alongside these 
developments, the telephone and the phonograph, along with ancillary inventions like the microphone and 
the loudspeaker, also represent something new. They retained their early associations with fantasy, pleasure 
and secret excitement. The telephone and the phonograph would develop as part of the commodification of 
information and communications”.viii 
 
This commodification of communications technologies has arguably also driven innovation, and for artists to 
benefit from such developments can only encourage a much greater accessibility of the artworks to people, 
provided they have the enabling tools. This is also part of Novak’s objective, to engage and create 
wonderment for the audience, luring them into a virtual realm of possibility. 
 
Novak’s work not only speaks of colour music and a linking relationship to emergent communications 
technologies, it also asks the audience to reconsider and be aware of the space in which the works exist. As 
part of this line of inquiry, he plays with the curatorial authority of the art gallery by covertly installing 
augmented reality works. For example, he installed a work that was hidden to the eye but discoverable using 
mobile devices at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery in New Plymouth, New Zealand.ix 
 
Manhattan Phrase 40.74279,-74.008981 to 40.728411,-73.975679 (2013) continues Novak’s exploration of 
place and site, a work interrogating the musical history of sites in 14th Street, Manhattan. By using 
inconspicuous signs and notices on the street as triggers, he evokes past moments of musical experience that 
traverse many decades. Although Country, BlueGrass, and Blues (CBGB), a music club at 315 Bowery at 
Bleecker Street was not included in this suite of sites (as it is not on 14th St), I could not help thinking of the 
innovation in art, performance, and music that emerged from there in the 1970’s; The Ramones, Blondie, 
Talking Heads, Patti Smith, but I digress into my own imagined nostalgia of a site of note. But that would be 
ok with Novak I think, as part of what he seeks to do is to create an experience for the audience, even if it is 
conjuring a connection to other sites unnamed. 
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