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Name three iconic figures of 
literature…









Name three iconic figures of 
music…



BACH



BEETHOVEN



MOZART



Name three iconic figures of 
ART HISTORY…











Anything in common with these 
answers?





A list of ‘great books’ might include the work of Homer, 
Shakespeare and T.S. Eliot amongst others, while Bach, Beethoven 
and Mozart form the core of the European classical music canon. 
The whole idea of a canon as ‘the good and the great’ has been 
questioned on the grounds that there are no universal grounds for 
aesthetic judgments so that those which are employed can be 
understood as distinctions of taste and power associated with class-
based groups.



Our perception is shaped by ‘the Canon’.



‘No system of knowledge is natural, nothing is fixed…’ 

Plato, The Republic, c. 380 BC.











It (the news) doesn’t come with any instructions, because its meant to be 
the most normal, easy, obvious and unremarkable activity in the world, 

like breathing or blinking…. 

Alain de Botton, The News, 2015.



CNN ‘Bringing you the Facts’

NRC of the Netherlands ‘Delivering facts, not opinion’

BBC ‘the worlds most reliable source of facts’



There are so many different versions of ‘reality’, it is 
impossible to speak of the nation as if it were a single thing 

that could daily be captured.



Alain de Botton, 
The News, 

School of Life 
Lecture

https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=I08u0eKvwUY



In order to understand the Canon, 
it’s worth analysing the power 

structures surrounding the ‘writing 
of history’.



Peter-Gall Projection MapMercator Projection Map (emerged in 1569)



Peter-Gall Projection Map







Generally, we are brought up to have ‘universal’ understandings. 
Semiotics can be understood as the structure by which ‘universal’ 
meaning is generated. 

The problem with any notion of ‘universal understanding’ is that it 
creates distinctions between what is right and what is wrong. 



Signifer (sign) and Signified (its meaning)





Cross of St Julian Cross of St George
The Red Cross

No Stopping Sign (uk) Positive Terminal
Hazardous Chemicals

The meaning of each cross is dependent on its context for its meaning



The meaning of each cross is dependent on its context. Meaning oscillates



The meaning of each cross is dependent on its context for its meaning



The meaning of each cross is dependent on its context for its meaning



I D E O L O G I E S
A shared system of values and attitudes. 

Ideologies help us to make sense of our reality 



Plato & Doxa

DOXA – Common Belief/ Popular opinions

‘Fame is great’
‘Follow your heart’

‘Money is key to a good life’

DOXA can edge us toward to the wrong values

Plato's advice is to know yourself



Lets for a moment think about various western ideologies (systems of 
belief) 

Democracy 
Freedom of Speech

Equality
Individualism – ‘competition to be individually successful’ 

Property Ownership



Lets for a moment think about various western ideologies (systems of 
belief) 

Marxist Ideology 
Social Responsibility 

Resources shared by need
Cooperations
Collectivism 

Shared Property



Lets for a moment think about various western ideologies (systems of 
belief) 

Capitalist Ideology 
Individualism 

Property rights
Market freedom

Growth through competition



Lets for a moment think about various western ideologies (systems of 
belief) 

Patriarchal Ideology 
Men as protectors

Men in political control
Male property ownership 

Men as rational (think in terms of Art History)
Male inheritance



Lets for a moment think about various western ideologies (systems of 
belief) 

Feminist Ideology 
Gender equality

Reproductive freedom of choice for women
Equitable division of labour at work and in the home (places where 

Patriarchal powers of ideology have been enforced). 
Balance of power.



http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-38751307

A canon is centrally involved with questions of inclusion and exclusion. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-38751307


Compressing the complex into the simple



Direct evidence, Holy Tunic. 



Copernicus 1473 - 1543  



Darwin 1809 – 1882 



History isn’t objective

Objective  <>  Subjective 



Problems with Grand Narratives

Examples of Grand Narrative

Notions of Beauty 





Problems with Grand Narratives



Reducing complex issues into slogans

Complex / Simple





1. ESSENTIALISM

Like the idea of a ‘Grand Narrative’, the 
‘Essentalist’ approach believes that Identity is 
innate (something that is fixed, and therefore 

possible to find/ locate) 

Extreme example would be fascism which 
believes that in the innately superior. 



2 . Anti-essentialist : The opposite position
would be to assume that Identity is
constructed by / in society; that we are
shaped by convention and societies
expectations, but that we can choose to
speak from multiple position; it is possible to
be a ‘Mother’ and a ‘Professional career
woman’ – one identity does not limit you in
the way an essentialist viewpoint would.

Hall, Stuart Representation – Cultural Representations and Signifying 
Practices (London: Sage, 1997). p. 249.



Essentialism and the media. 





“Stereotyped” means “reduced to a few essentials, fixed in 
Nature by a few simplified characteristics”. 

Hall, Stuart Representation – Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. (London: 
Sage, 1997). p. 249.



How the lens has been implicated (as a tool of science) in creating 
‘universal truths’

Filing card using Bertillon’s ‘anthropmetric’ system, 1898.



Francis Galton, The Jewish Type, composite photographs, 1883
Joseph Jacobs, the Jewish man who commissioned these images, saw them as validating Jewish 

Identity, but they also reinforced Galton’s own anti-Semitic views.



Truth and Authenticity 

Photojournalism and Documentary are linked by the fact that they 
claim to have a special relationship to the real; that they give us an 

accurate and authentic view of the world. This claim has often been 
challenged on a number of grounds. Perhaps the simplest and most 
obvious test of authenticity is to ask whether what is in front of the 

lens to be photographed has been tampered with, set up or altered by 
the photographer. 

Liz Wells, A Critical Introduction. p.71



Between Truth and Representation

In 1876 the philanthropist Dr T.J. Barnardo appeared at a hearing, 
having been charged with deceiving the public. His detractors 

claimed, and Barnardo finally conceded, that the has misled the 
public in his use of ‘before and after’ photographs of the orphan in 

his care. 



Between Truth and Representation

Bernardo used child models for his photographs, and one, Katie 
Smith, is pictured in several of them, posing as a crossing-sweeper or 
a match-seller. At the hearing Barnardo agreed that Katie had never 
sold matches, but he pointed out that she was a child of the streets 

who might well have ended up as a beggar and that, in any case, she 
represented the appearance and state of a match-girl in an honest 

manner.



Roger Fenton, Valley of the Shadow of Death, 1855.



Frank Hurley, Untitled, 1902.



Elizabeth Loftus
“Memory is not like a photograph, but more like a wikapedia page, where anyone 

can go in there and change it.”
False Memory

Challenging eye witness ‘testimony’
Reconstructive nature of Memory

Misinformation Effect 



Illya Repin, The Unexpected Visitor, 1884



Illya Repin, The unexpected visitor, 1884



Illya Repin, The unexpected visitor, 1884

How many people are in the painting? 



Illya Repin, The Unexpected Visitor, 1884



Illya Repin, The unexpected visitor, 1884

How many pictures are hung on the walls?



Illya Repin, The Unexpected Visitor, 1884



Illya Repin, The unexpected visitor, 1884

What is outside the window?



All memory is reconstructed

Memory is a creative act 

The ‘self’ as a creative act
(Erving Goffman)



Countering the Canon

Postmodernism – rejecting the idea of a grand narrative. 

Jean Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition.



Marcel Duchamp, Fountain, 1917







Anish Kapoor, Memory 

https://www.guggenheim.org/video/anish-kapoor-memory

https://www.guggenheim.org/video/anish-kapoor-memory


Kazimir Malevich, Black Square, 1915




