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The CentralTrak residency: an introduction to the work of Shannon Novaki 
Jane Button 
 
The following text is taken from the book “One Song, Three Composers”, 2012. 
 
 
Dewdrop 
 

A rainbow is imprisoned inside a gleamy jewel. Mysterious shapes float around. The 
enchanted world is full of life. Little shapes run around bumping into one another. 
SPLASH! The shapes burst into pieces. The world bursts. Soon the kingdom is 
brought back to life. 
 

Shannon Novak aged nine. 
 
This enchanting poem and its surrounding image of a rainbow set against tessellated and 
geometric shapes proves formative to the oeuvre of artist Shannon Novak. Aged nine years 
old, this visual text is only one of a series of Novak’s primary school drawings accompanied 
by a written component.  Whilst a film such as Never Let Me Go would argue that they 
provide a ‘window to the soul’ it can also be contended that the crossover of the visual and 
textual components forms a long trajectory in Novak’s practice.  
 
Fast forward to the present day and this particular component of Novak’s work has developed 
to incorporate sound and ethereal elements in a network-like form of overlapping structures. 
Pianos are now integral to his creative process as are the use of satellite exhibition spaces in 
which the duration of a work can now be extended (as can aspects of either a global or local 
network be emphasised). In the case of CentralTrak, The University of Texas at Dallas Artists 
Residency, the focus for and of this book, the linking of nine universities that had not been 
connected in this way before was utilised to highlight a local network.ii By having each of the 
nine universities display a single image over the period of the exhibition was also used as a 
methodology with which to create a ‘sound network’. Running parallel to the university 
network was the museum network, thus creating two local networks and interconnected 
spaces. As Novak states, “By establishing sound networks we begin to defragment the idea 
that sound is part of all that exists”.iii 
 
Granted in 2011 the aim of this residency for Novak was not only to grow and expand his 
practice in newfound ways but also to provide the audience with an engaging learning 
experience. A part of this experience also involved inviting multiple disciplines to respond to 
the work. The basic premise of the exhibition component, of the residency, was to utilise 
three pianos to form the focal point of the installation, thereby generating sound waves that 
ripple outwardly. Novak states, ‘as the waves pass through the exhibition space and out into 
the world they leave behind sound remnants or chords’.iv Novak saw this with the view to the 
future: 
 

And new sound waves will emerge leaving behind sound remnants in an ever-
increasing number of spaces, helping to globally defragment the idea that sound is 
part of us, of all we experience, of all that exists.v  
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Drawing upon a pedagogical structure this premise was realised in a myriad of ways. Firstly 
via collaboration which is central to Novak’s work. Together he collaborated with Richard 
Merrick and long time mentor and renowned New Zealand artist Michael Smither (both 
contributors to this book) to create a sound-colour mapping system that also combined the 
work of Louis Bertand Castel’s prismatic colour theory. These three ribbon lines of colour 
were then used to map colours to musical notes. This marked the first in a succession of six 
steps by which to read, understand and to put the work together as follows in the book. 
 
 
Network structures 
 
Novak enjoys a challenge, especially pushing at the boundaries of what constitutes an 
installation can be. Negotiating these ‘boundaries’ means that Novak’s practice is always 
tending towards the ‘edges’ of both sound and vision. In this particular residency Novak 
wanted emphasise the phenomenology and meaning of interconnections, as a ‘part of an 
enriched view of one’s place in the universe’.vi This approach was reiterated by his use of 
what may be called ‘learning aids’.vii These aids helped the audience make sense of and ‘play’ 
a colour scan card developed by Michael Smither. Another way this responsive tenet was 
introduced in Novak’s CentralTrak residency was through a poetry reading and its 
surrounding dialogue amongst the poets and audience alike. 
 
Certainly, interactivity is now a buzzword of the information society and is assuming a 
growing place within the Arts and museum/gallery structures. For Novak, however, a key part 
of adopting such a framework is to highlight the value in these interconnections, to foresee 
and affirm the potential of collaboration in an interdisciplinary setting. Newfound 
combinations then occur at each connected site. Novak’s practice begins to spread across 
various architectural and media platforms. Yet, liberated from their original contingency of 
use, the time and place of their making, enables a continual flow of the re-contextualization of 
the artwork’s (including the sound network’s) various passages of travel. The artwork/sound 
network becomes dis - and re-embedded in an activity flow across the network as is witnessed 
in the practice of Novak. 
 
As Information scholar Manuel Castells argues the ‘spaces of flows’ that dominate over the 
‘spaces of places’viii are now characteristic of information society and the broader forces of 
globalisation. Of significance is the speed and intensity of globalisation processes as a 
concern linked to openness, especially of the local with the global with the commercial 
introduction of the Internet in 1995. Castells’ work describes in detail the network of 
information flows and demonstrates the increasing mobility of information in a networked 
culture. In doing so he maps the interaction between the network society and power of 
identity and social movements.ix Castells defines the network society as follows, 
 

And the definition, if you wish, in concrete terms of a network society is a society 
where the key social structures and activities are organized around electronically 
processed information networks. So it’s not just about networks or social networks, 
because social networks have been very old forms of social organization. It’s about 
social networks which process and manage information and are using micro-electronic 
based technologies.x 
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Obviously a key part of Castells’ point that he makes above is the use of the personal 
computer and Internet with which to construct these forms of ‘information management’ and 
‘flow’. In the case of Novak the computer is an important component to his practice but not 
absolutely necessary. Rather the computer and the Internet act as an enabler to conduct 
research, develop works, and develop networks. 
 
 
A dialogic practice 
 
Arguably Novak’s work and methodology form very much a part of a hybrid practice. To 
draw upon the work of critic and cultural theorist Nikos Papastergiadis is to also view such a 
practice of ‘art as a dialogic concept’ whereby, 

 
The cultural dynamics of globalisation pose a challenge for scholars and artists: the 
urgent need for a more affirmative and critical response to issues of mobility and 
belonging... contemporary artists are employing strategies that oppose the border 
politics of exclusion, challenge the mainstream political discourse, offer alternative 
perspectives on cultural identity and initiate a new ethical quest for community… to 
transform modes of production and interaction with their work, and to connect with 
like-minded agents in distant locations.xi  

 
Further Papastergiadis states that ‘as people move across boundaries, they bring different 
ideas and values’xii that helps to enhance one another and to bring new forms of knowledge 
and understanding to the creative process. It is within this spirit of hopeful discourse and 
creative interchange that this book is both produced and hopefully encountered. Welcome to 
the work of artist Shannon Novak. 
 
 
Dr. Jane Button completed a PhD (2009) at the School of Culture and Communications, the 
University of Melbourne. Her research investigated the cultural significance of photography’s 
shift from analogue to digital imaging with respect to artistic practice and social relations. 
 
Jane now coordinates the Lens and Screen course in the School of Art at RMIT University 
and also works at the Monash University Museum of Art in an honorary internship curatorial 
capacity. Prior to this Jane was a Research Assistant/Project Manager on the Australian 
Research Council Grant called the Genealogies of Digital Light and Inaugural Manager for 
the national touring of the 2004 LEICA photo-documentary photography award at the Centre 
for Contemporary Photography, (Melbourne). 
Throughout her career Jane has also worked in various public and private galleries in New 
Zealand and Australia that includes the Auckland Art Gallery, Jonathan Smart Gallery, Centre 
for Contemporary Photography and the Experimental organization alongside her work in 
various academic institutions that includes The University of Melbourne, Monash University, 
the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology and Swinburne University. 
 
A regular contributor to the Arts through writing and speaking engagements Jane is now 
publishing research from her Doctoral dissertation whilst undertaking several other research 
projects on artists’ research. 
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i Please see the essay ‘States of Consciousness: Synesthetic responses in the works of Shannon Novak’ 
in the book “One Song, Three Composers” by Shannon Novak to gain a greater overview of Novak’s 
practice. 

ii The satellite works were exhibited at the following locations:  
 
Local network 1: The nine academic universities in the University of Texas System. 
1. Stanlee and Gerald Rubin Center for the Visual Arts, The University of Texas at El Paso. 
2. Library First Floor Gallery, The University of Texas - Pan American 
3. The Visual Arts Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 
4. The Architecture and Fine Arts Library, The University of Texas at Arlington. 
5. Robert R. Muntz Library, The University of Texas at Tyler. 
6. The Arts Center, The University of Texas at Brownsville. 
7. The UTSA Art Gallery, The University of Texas at San Antonio. 
8. Main Gallery, Visual Arts Building, The University of Texas at Dallas. 
9. Visual Arts Studios, The University of Texas of the Permian Basin. 
 
Local network 2: selected museums in Texas 
1. The Museum of Geometric and MADI Art, Dallas, Texas, USA. 
2. Longview Museum of Fine Arts, Longview, Texas, USA. 
3. Museum of East Texas, Lufkin, Texas, USA. 
 
iii S. Novak, text from information handout to audience, reproduced in this book. 
iv S. Novak, text from information handout to audience, reproduced in this book. 
v S. Novak, text from information handout to audience, reproduced in this book. 
vi Personal correspondence between the author and Shannon Novak. 
vii Colin McCahon Research and Publication Trust, Teaching aids 2 (June), 1975, 
http://www.mccahon.co.nz/cm000004, Accessed: 30 December, 2011. 
viii M. Castells, Communication Power, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 23. 
ix M. Castells, Communication Power, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 23. 
x M. Castells, Communication Power, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 23. 
xi N. Papastergiadis, Global flows and hybrid art in the age of siege, http://www.re-public.gr/en/?p=63, 
Accessed: 30 December, 2011. 
xii N. Papastergiadis, Global flows and hybrid art in the age of siege, http://www.re-public.gr/en/?p=63, 
Accessed: 30 December, 2011. 
 
 
 


