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Canonizing Eye

W. J.  T.  Mitchell’s  “Metapictures” concerns itself  with “pictures about pictures—that is, 

pictures that refer to themselves or to other pictures, pictures that are used to show what a 

picture  is”  (35).  After  expressly  sidestepping  the  question  of  “modern  and  postmodern 

aesthetics” (36), he begins his analysis with “New World” by Saul Steinberg, a drawing whose 

awareness of itself makes it a meta-picture: “It is a perfect illustration of what I have called 

the ‘pictorial  turn’  in  postmodern culture,”  argues Mitchell,  insofar  as  “there is  nothing 

outside  the  picture”  (41).  He  concludes:  “Steinberg’s  drawing  is  a  meta-picture,  a  self-

referential image; it is quite strictly and formally a drawing that is ‘about itself ’” (41).

From here,  Mitchell  interrogates  so-called  multi-stable  drawings,  “whose  primary 

function is to illustrate the co-existence of contrary or simply different readings in a single 

image” (43). The importance of these images to his argument lies in their tendency “to make 

the  boundary  between first-  and second-order  representation ambiguous,”  meaning they 

draw  attention  to  themselves  as  drawings  by  rendering  their  status  as  such  inherently 

“mutable” (43): “The ambiguity of their referentiality produces a kind of secondary effect of 

auto-reference to the drawing as drawing” (43). This mutability in turn draws the observer’s 

attention to themselves as observer, insofar as what the image is of depends on them and 

their  perspectival  decisions  and  inclinations.  Just  as  Steinberg’s  “New World”  implicitly 

implicates us in its world, these multi-stable drawings implicate us in the meaning-making 
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process implicit in simply looking. Their awareness of themselves produces their awareness 

of  us  as  their  witnesses.  By  self-consciously  acknowledging  their  own artificiality,  these 

images articulate the inextricable enmeshment of seer and seen. 

These  dynamics  culminate,  for  Mitchell,  in  Velásquez’s  Las  Meninas,  which  he 

describes as “an encyclopedic labyrinth of pictorial self-reference, representing the interplay 

between the beholder, the producer, and the object or model of representation as a complex 

cycle of exchanges and substitutions” (58). For him, Las Meninas “deploys its self-knowledge 

of representation to activate the beholder’s self-knowledge by questioning the identity of 

the spectator position” (61). Mitchell understands the painting to be in a state of ongoing 

flux, impossible to fixedly situate in a single, interpretive moment. Each of its numerous 

possibilities are continually subjugating one another in a volatile quest for our attention: “If 

the ‘aspects’ of Las Meninas shimmer and shift, they do so in an invisible, unrepresentable 

space where the spectator’s subjectivity is constituted” (62). This is why the painting is a 

meta-picture: it depicts the invisible zone occupied by the spectator of itself. In other words, 

“It is the painting’s ability to destabilize the position of the observer” that renders it a meta-

picture, a picture that understands and speaks itself (63).  1

Giselda  Pollock’s  “About  Canons  and  Culture  Wars”  investigates  the  canon’s 

hegemonic  marginalization  of  its  “Other.”  Her  analysis  begins  by  tracing  a  historical 

trajectory  from religious  antiquity’s  act  of  Biblical  canonization  through  to  the  secular 

world, where canons are now the purview of “academic institutions” (3). Today, the canon 

“comprehensively  constitutes  the  patrimony  of  any  person  wanting  to  be  considered 

‘educated’” (3).  It confers an almost unassailable authority on those texts it touts as “the 

best,  the most representative,  and the most significant,”  thereby reducing the perceived 
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importance of whatever it decidedly excludes (3). Lest we presume this reduction is a purely 

abstract issue, Pollock is careful to remind us of its real-world implications: “Without such 

recognition,  these groups lack representation of  themselves  to contest  the stereotyping, 

discriminating and oppressive ones which figure in that which has been canonized” (4-5). 

Crucial to Pollock’s argument is the deliberate obscuration of this process. Whether 

through “exclusion or neglect,” the custodians of the canon continually “naturalise” what is 

in fact an artificial process (10). They do this by insisting that curative decisions, far from 

constituting an imposition from without, proceed according to a natural law that reflects 

the texts’ inherent merit, springing from within. Consequently, “the canon appears to arise 

spontaneously” (4). Indeed, Pollock seems to ascribe agency to the canon itself: it “denies 

any selectivity,” given that a confession of artifice would undermine the self-sacralizing telos 

of its existence (4). Such a tradition “cultivates its own inevitability by erasing the fact of its 

selectivity  in  regard to practices,  meanings,  gender,  ‘races’  and classes,”  and in doing so 

widely disseminates the pernicious illusion of itself (10, emphasis added). Pollock draws on 

“the Marxist term hegemony  [in order to explain]  the way a particular social and political 

order culturally saturates a society so profoundly that its regime is lived by its populations 

simply as ‘common sense’” (10). The thoroughness of this infection is evident precisely in its 

invisibility. 

Rather than simply demanding inclusion in the existing canon on the one hand or 

rejecting it wholesale on the other—neither which approach, she insists, actually resolves 

the problematic dichotomy at  hegemony’s  heart —Pollock prescribes a  critical  approach 2

motivated by the assumption that the “Other” in question is already suggestively present 

within  the  canon,  as  a  kind  of  negatively  shaping  force:  “Like  woman  in  phallocentric 
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culture, feminism is already posited as the difference, that is, as something other to, and 

outside, art history, in contradiction to its inevitable logic” (8). To this end, she cites Toni 

Morrison’s argument “that American literature, whose canon so forcefully excludes African 

American  voices,  should,  none  the  less,  be  read  as  structurally  conditioned  by  ‘a  dark, 

abiding,  signing  Africanist  presence’”  (5).  Pollock  expresses  the  conviction  that  “the 

opposition between inside and outside can be displaced. De Lauretis locates the critical 

project of feminism as a ‘view from elsewhere’ which is, however, never outside that which it 

is  critically  ‘re-viewing’”  (7).  Somehow,  she  suggests,  feminism’s  self-understanding  as 

simultaneously implicit and rejected enables it to resolve precisely the “apparent  alterity” 

from  which  this  self-understanding  itself  springs  (8).  While  Pollock’s  text  is,  alas, 

maddeningly  ambiguous  as  to  how  exactly  this  transformation  is  to  take  place,  she 

nevertheless diligently traces its contours, albeit inversely—that is, by describing what it is 

not:

Instead of the present exclusivity of the cultural canon contested by fragmented 

special studies all premised on the binary oppositions of identity politics, […] the 

cultural  field  may  be  re-imagined  as  a  space  for  multiple  occupancy  where 

differencing creates a productive covenant […]. (11)

Beyond this negative definition, Pollock’s solution is—perhaps intentionally—impossible to 

unequivocally ascertain. 

Reading  Mitchell  and Pollock’s  texts  alongside  one  another  is  illuminating.  Both 

authors,  for  example,  are  interested  in  the  question  of  canonical  hierarchies  and  their 

reductive designations of “high” and “low” culture or art. Thus Mitchell: 
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If  Las  Meninas  exemplifies  the  metapicture  in  its  most  complex,  articulate,  and 

exalted status, the Duck-Rabbit is the simplest and humblest member of the genre, 

inhabiting a site where human and animal perception seem to intersect,  a  place 

where popular culture enters into the basement of psychological and philosophical 

discourse. (60) 

Similarly, Pollock argues that the canon “articulates hierarchies, […] insisting that anything 

else is an anaesthetic aberration: bad art” (11). Consequently, “Hierarchy becomes a natural 

order”  (10).  Canonization’s  determination  of  the  present  constitutes  a  fixity  of 

interpretations, a closing off of possibilities.

More fundamentally, Mitchell’s description of a multi-stable drawing maps well onto 

Pollock’s reconceptualization of the canon as inherently dual-dimensional; it can, I want to 

suggest,  help  us  to  understand  an  otherwise  rather  opaque  facet  of  her  argument.  In 

Mitchell,  the  spectator  is  unremittingly  implicated in  the interpretation and (therefore) 

production  of  the  multi-stable  picture;  their  eyes  decide  its  significance.  Similarly,  for 

Pollock,  the  (re)discovery  of  the  canon’s  obscured  “Other”  is  a  perspectival  possibility, 

contingent on a deliberate act of looking on our part. Emancipation from the oblivion of 

extra-canonical existence is an essentially ocular affair, as testified by Pollock’s barrage of 

“re”  verbs  to  describe  the sort  of  investigative  reckoning she wants  us  to  perform.  She 

writes: “Such a vision lives […] in a re-vision: an eccentric re-reading, re-discovering of what 

the  canon’s  priestly  mantle  would  conceal”  (6).  As  with  the  multi-stable  image,  no 

perspective is ever fixed, ever permanent; to see is to release possibilities.  To look is to 

contend. Called for is nothing less than a revolution of the eyes. 
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Personally,  I  feel  permeated  by  hegemony.  During  my  adolescence,  I  drew  on 

whatever I was could grasp—Gatsby, Bob Dylan, the Beatles, Charles Bukowski, T. S. Eliot, 

the  National—in  my  desperate  attempt  to  (re)discover  meaning  in  the  world.  While  I 

perhaps succeeded, it was not without cost: Doubtless, the texts I baptismally submerged 

myself in penetrated into me through my skin, altering me in the process. These alterations, 

while subtle, probably accumulated to produce the person I am now. My ramshackle canon, 

while  perhaps  radical  in  its  inclusion  of  the  indigent  Bukowski  and  the  contemporary 

Berninger, nevertheless reproduced the largely male-dominated curriculum I was ingesting. 

(Thankfully, I.B. English included texts such as Chronicle of a Death Foretold and Their Eyes 

Were  Watching  God.  For whatever  reason,  however,  these failed to move me to the same 

extent as, say, Fitzgerald’s almost mythic tragedy. The question begged: Wherefore?)

Is it possible to escape a sprawling history of time? Who is to say how extensively my 

critical  gaze has been shaped by the exposure I’ve described? Who is  to say how many 

possibilities it aborted within me? Only a burning self-awareness brought about by the sort 

of meta-dimensional art to which Pollock alludes and that Mitchell explicitly describes can 

perhaps  revolutionize  my  eyes.  Only  an  unremitting  contention  with  the  images  that 

comprise  me—the  voices  I  speak,  the  music  I  am—can,  perhaps,  dismantle  the  falsely 

phallic edifice of eternity I have so assiduously upraised within my soul. 
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 Mitchell concludes his analysis by turning to Magritte’s “ceci n’est pas une pipe,” which he 1

considers a pictorial representation of “the embedding of each metapicture in discourses, […] a 
picture about the gap between words and pictures” (65). He concedes it is a sort of “‘cheating’ 
metapicture, slightly illegitimate, whose real purpose is to reflect, not on pictures, but on the 
relation of pictures and words, both the way we speak of pictures and the way pictures ‘speak’ to 
us” (66). In other words, the painting concerns not so much meta-pictures per se as the way we 
discursively talk about meta-pictures. Importantly, Mitchell understands this particular picture to be 
addressed, not to those “who believe that pictures transparently represent objects,” but rather “those 
who think they know what to say about pictures, what pictures say” (67). I have omitted this 
summary from my main argument for the purposes of brevity; however, I decided to include it here 
to ensure my analysis remained comprehensive. (Ibid regarding the below endnote.)

 Pollock suggests two possible critical approaches to the problem of canons and canonicity. “The 2

first is to expand the Western canon so that it will include what it hitherto refused—women, for 
instance, and minority figures. The other is to abolish canons altogether and argue that all cultural 
artifacts have significance” (6). The former approach, she argues, is untenable, insofar as women 
artists introduced “will be as virulently attacked as they are lovingly adored” (9). Here, Pollock gives 
the example of 

the response to the Whitney Biennial of 1993, where a broad and comprehensive 
representation of artists from all American communities evenly divided by gender, 
class and sexuality, was met by an extreme, conservative negation of the event in the 
press. The exhibition was deemed to be unrepresentative of the American culture 
and the tradition […]. (10)

Because it did not resolve the underlying antagonisms and basic binary assumptions of the 
canon, the exhibition failed to meaningfully “correct the imbalances” thereof (10). While 
acknowledging the necessity of oppositional canons “in a world so radically imbalanced in 
favour of the ‘privileged male of the white race,’” Pollock wants to resolve the persistent 
binary these attempts often unwittingly reify (5).

The latter approach—wholesale rejection—is tempting for “its totalising critique of 
canonicity. Strategically, however, I suggest we need a more complex analysis […] [lest] 
former outsiders remain outsiders” (6). While, for example, subdisciplinary academic genres 
are wonderful improvements for the rigorous attention they give to hitherto disregarded 
materials, Pollock warns of “the danger […] that these initiatives may unwittingly reproduce 
the very segregation—ghettoisation—which excluded groups aim to challenge by demanding 
intellectual and educational equal rights for their own extended minority” (7).


