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Foreword

EUHORMOS is an international book series intended for monographs and
collective volumes on Greco-Roman antiquity. Specifically, we welcome for
publication manuscripts related to the concept of ‘anchoring innovation’ by
classical scholars of all disciplines from all over the world. Books in this series
will be published as much as possible in Open Access. EUHORMOS is one of the
results financed by the Dutch so-called Gravitation Grant (2017), awarded to a
consortium of scholars from 01k0s, the National Research School in Classical
Studies. See https://anchoringinnovation.nl/, where we also list earlier results
from this research program.

The ancient world saw many examples of change and innovations. The
unique accessibility of materials from and about this period in the ancient
Mediterranean frequently makes it possible to analyze successful and unsuc-
cessful ‘anchoring’ of change: the various ways in which ‘the new’ could (or
could not) be connected to and embedded in what was already deemed famil-
iar. New’ and ‘old’ are mostly not used as objective labels, but also a matter of
the perception, framing, and valuation by relevant social groups and actors.
‘The new’ is not restricted to the technical or scientific domains, but can also
include the ‘new information’ imparted by speakers through linguistic anchor-
ing strategies; innovations in literature and the arts; political, social, cultural,
legal, military, or economic innovation; and new developments in material
culture.

The name ‘Euhormos’ itself is well-anchored. It is the Homeric term for a
harbor ‘in which the anchoring is good;, although the careful reader will notice
that danger is never far away. This dynamic nature of ‘anchoring’ and the risks
involved in it are embraced by our research team as part of this title. For now
though we will focus on its auspicious aspect, since we are looking forward to
affording ‘good anchorage’ to studies contributing to a better understanding of
‘anchoring innovation’ in Greco-Roman Antiquity.

Ineke Sluiter

Academic Director

Leiden, August 2019

On behalf of the Governing Board of the Anchoring Innovation
Program
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Preface

In the summer of 2020, when the editing for this volume was began, the Dutch
minister of Education, Culture and Science received the “new” canon of Dutch
history. It was compiled by a committee consisting of professional historians
who worked on this revision for several years. The new canon was front-page
news. Discussions about its content made the headlines of all the national press
and resulted in many opinion pieces and reactions, in newspaper articles and
via online platforms. The first canon of the Netherlands had been presented
in 2006 with the primary goal of serving as a tool in (high school) education.
However, it was clearly also meant to serve as a guiding principle for a country
that, at the time, was only slowly discovering that it was less confident about
its identity than it had always thought it was. “The Dutch canon” consists of 50
windows into the past. These windows are constituted by individuals, objects,
movements or important events. Taken together, they are meant to illustrate
the essence of what the Netherlands and Dutch identity are about. For this
most recent revision, which started only after a decade, 36 windows were
rewritten; 4 changed in name and 10 (that is 20% of the total) were replaced.
Among the most eye-catching replacements was that of Willem Drees, Dutch
prime minister after ww 11 and founder of the welfare state, famous for his
simplicity and thriftiness, by Marga Klompé, the first and very influential
female Dutch minister. There was also the addition to the canon of Anton de
Kom, an anti-colonial writer and activist from Surinam, son of a former slave,
who joined the communist resistance in ww 11 and died in a concentration
camp in 1945. In many important ways, the canon is responding to new values
in Dutch society. Most discussions in the press focussed on individual exam-
ples, yet ultimately they were about the tension that is inherent in the very
process of canonisation itself. On the one hand, a canon is supposed to be sta-
ble or even immutable to retain its authority; excluding Drees was considered
most inappropriate by the leader of the socialist party and others. On the other
hand, a canon constantly needs to change if it wants to remain relevant; the
inclusion of more women like Klompé was widely applauded. The committee
of historians responsible for the revision was very explicit with its advice to
the minster to revise the canon in yet another decade, once again. In a reader’s
letter to a newspaper, a high school teacher even suggested to always keep one
window of the canon open for people to be able to add their own content.
Current opinion, therefore, seems to favour the idea that the ideal canon is
a moving canon that is constantly in flux. It is important to realise, however,
that this seemingly contradicts what has often been considered as the defining
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PREFACE IX

characteristics of canons, such as they have been functioning throughout his-
tory: their stability and coherence. It would be rather difficult to imagine, for
instance, a blank Chapter at the end of every New Testament Bible for each
reader to add his or her own book to the canon of 27.

This volume is about that intriguing tension and investigates how canon-
isation is able to work as innovation. Our main hypothesis is that we should
understand this innovation as a form of anchoring cultural formation. As
the 50 Dutch windows illustrate so well, canonisation takes identity from the
past in an attempt to explain the present. As such, it is mostly part of the
inward-looking processes of convention and tradition that characterise cul-
tural formation. The other part of how cultures are formed, function, and
develop, however, is constituted by outward-looking processes of divergence
and innovation. With canonisation, we argue, these two come together. Often,
but not always, as a process of creative friction through which convention
and divergence, tradition and innovation are mediated through anchoring.
Canonisation is therefore fundamental to the sustainability of societies. When
the Dutch minister received the new canon, she remarked: “History doesn’t
change but the way in which we view our history does”. With this remark, she
seriously underestimated the ability of canonisation to change history, as this
book will illustrate at length.

This volume, therefore, is meant as a (theoretical) exploration of the con-
cept of canonisation, with Afro-Eurasian societies from roughly the first
millennium BCE constituting our case study. It focuses on canonisation as a
form of cultural formation, asking why and how canonisation works in this
way and explaining the importance of the first millennium BCE for these
questions — and vice versa. As a result of this particular focus, notions like
anchoring, cultural memory, embedding and innovation play an important role
throughout the book. By paying attention to a variety of specific, local contexts —
Babylonian, Assyrian, Persian, Greek, Egyptian, Jewish, Roman — we have pur-
posefully opted for a “cross-cultural perspective”. It is important to underline,
however, that we see all these particular examples of canonisation as being
related and part of a more global, Afro-Eurasian development during this first
millennium BCE. To test and develop this idea further, it would be commenda-
ble to also add examples from Central Asia and East Asia (China) to the tableau
here presented. This was something we certainly aimed for but did, for practi-
cal reasons, not achieve in the two workshops on which this volume is based.

The introduction presents, in two articles, an overview of the various defini-
tions and earlier opinions concerning canon and canonisation, as well as many
examples that show how canonisation works as a socio-cultural process — what
it did and why. The essays suggest that increasing Afro-Eurasian connectivity
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and the development of a cosmopolitan world that stretched from the Atlantic
to the Oxus, one of the hallmarks defining the first millennium BCE, neces-
sitated canonisation as cultural formation more than ever before. It is inter-
esting to compare this to Globalisation processes in our own era. The eight
specifically commissioned case studies, ranging widely but all consistently
focussing on canonisation as a form of anchoring cultural formation, illustrate
this in a variety of ways. They converge in a concluding essay that brings the
individual case studies together and critically evaluates the aims of the volume
as a whole, especially also with regard to the notion of increasing connectivity.
Note that we have not standardised the spelling of canonisation versus canon-
ization throughout the volume.

The first expert meeting on which this book is based was held at the
University of Nanterre on 21 September, 2018; we would like to thank ArRscAM
(UMR 7041) for its (financial) support. The second expert meeting was held at
Leiden University on 7 June, 2019; with many thanks to the Leiden University
Profile Area Global Interactions for its generous funding and assistance. The
compilation of this volume was supported by the Dutch ministry of Education,
Culture and Science (ocw) through the Dutch Research Council (Nwo), as
part of the Anchoring Innovation Gravitation Grant research agenda of 01x0s,
the National Research School in Classical Studies, the Netherlands (project
number 024.003.012).

We are grateful to the editors of Euhormos for accepting this volume as part
of their series and to Ineke Sluiter and André Lardinois for their critical feed-
back on the volume as a whole. Anchoring Innovation PhD candidates Suzan
van de Velde and Merlijn Veltman were of great assistance with the editing
process and the preparation of the index. Many thanks, lastly, to the contribu-
tors of this book for taking up the intellectual challenges we posed them and
for two memorable days in Nanterre and Leiden. Let our discussions continue.

Canonisation is a contested issue and canons are always debated, as illus-
trated by the recent events in the Netherlands briefly described above. We are
confident that by providing a “deep history” of canonisation and anchoring
cultural formation, this volume can significantly add to those current debates
by providing them with chronological depth — and thus placing them into
sharper relief.

Damien Agut-Labordeére (Nanterre) & Miguel John Versluys (Leiden)
February 2022
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Vitruvio or L'Uomo Vitruviano), ca. 1490. Drawing accompanied by notes based
on the work of the Roman architect, Vitruvius. Now in the Gabinetetto dei
disegni e stampe of the Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice g
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(foldout) n
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figurines, this one in Stockholm, Medelhavsmuseet, 62.10, attributed to the
Fitzwilliam Master. Drawings by Tina Ross after Getz-Preziosi 1987, 42, fig. 21a;
46, fig. 24; 91, fig. 37a 13

a) Sketch of the kouros of Samos, a 6th-century BCE Archaic Greek statue now
in the Archaeological Museum of Vathi in Samos. The length of a square of the
grid corresponds to a Samian half cubit; b) Johann Gottfried Schadow (German,
1764-1850), drawing of the Venus Medici, 1834. Drawings by Tina Ross, (a) after
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Aztec units of measure referenced primarily by elements of the human body,
including hands, arms, feet, steps (indicated by legs), and even bones and

the human heart, but also other symbols, like arrows or darts. Drawing by
Tina Ross, after Clark 2010, 151, fig. 12.2 15

Inka khipu, Centro Mallqui, Leymebamba, Peru. Photo courtesy of

Gary Urton 16

Marble statuette of Euripides (inscribed EYPIIIIAHY on the right flank of the
base), now in the Louvre, 2nd century CE. found on the Esquiline Hill in Rome
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1

Canon Creation/Destruction and Cultural
Formation: Authority, Reception, Canonicity,
Marginality

John K. Papadopoulos

I want to begin with a text that is among the most canonical of all canons, the
epitome of canonical law: the Christian Bible, especially the New Testament,
as it succinctly brings to the fore many issues that I would like to raise. The first
of these is well framed by Bruce Metzger:

The recognition of the canonical status of the several books of the New
Testament was the result of a long and gradual process, in the course of
which certain writings, regarded as authoritative, were separated from
a much larger body of early Christian literature. Although this was one
of the most important developments in the thought and practice of the
early Church, history is virtually silent as to how, when, and by whom this
was brought about.!

The four canonical gospels of the New Testament — Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John — were probably written between 70 and 100 CE, and, without getting
into the details of the order in which they were composed, there are certain
things that they share in common.2 All four are ostensibly anonymous, as it
appears that the modern names by which they are known were added in the
2nd century, if not later, in the early 4th century, and it is likely that none was
written by an eyewitness who knew Jesus.® The very creation of this canon may
well have been something of a reaction or response to Marcion (85-160 CE),
who rejected the entire Old Testament (and its God), and most of the New
Testament, with the exception of the Gospel of Luke, which he redacted and
considered the one and only gospel; sometimes cast as a heretic, Marcion

1 Metzger 1987, 1.
For the date of the writing, see Burkett 2002, 121, 215—216; some accounts note 65-110 CE.
For the anonymity of the gospels, see Burkett 2002, 121; Ehrman 2003, 3. For the names
being added in the 2nd century CE, see Gamble 1985, 23—25; for an early 4th century date,
see Hahneman 1992, 1—4, 129-131, following Sundberg 1973. For the likelihood that none was
written by an eyewitness who knew Jesus, see Reddish 2011, 13, 42.

© JOHN K. PAPADOPOULOS, 2022 | DOI:10.1163/9789004520264_002
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seems to have accelerated the process of fixing the canon.# In any case, the
earliest orthodox canon, which included Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, was
the so-called Muratorian Canon, which was followed by a still more compre-
hensive list prepared by Eusebius.® Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. 130-202 CE) went
further by insisting that there were only four gospels: in his Against Heresies
(3.9.8), he states:

It is not possible that the Gospels can be either more or fewer in number
than they are, since there are four directions of the world in which we
are, and four principal winds ... The four living creatures symbolize the
four Gospels ... and there were four principal covenants with humanity,
through Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Christ.®

The story, as presented thus far, deals only with the early history — the first
two centuries — of the New Testament. As for its later transmission, there are
numerous cautionary tales. In dealing with what we know and do not know of
the New Testament, Bart Ehrman relates that in some instances we do not even
know what the words of the original writers were, whereas in other places we
can see how the text was changed in interesting ways.” Among other things,
Ehrman reveals that the King James Bible, for example, was based on corrupted
and inferior manuscripts that in many cases do not represent the meaning of
the original text;® that the story of Jesus forgiving the woman caught in adul-
tery (John 8:3-11) does not belong in the Bible;® and that scribal errors were
so common in antiquity that the author of the Book of Revelation threatened
damnation to anyone who added or took away words from the text.1°

As with physical matter and anti-matter, there were the canonical gospels
and the non-canonical, not least the Gnostic Gospels, together with other writ-
ings. The list of these is numerous,! and I mention only a few: the Gospels
of Peter, Mary, Phillip, Thomas, and the Gospel of Truth.1? The process of the

4 Metzger 1987, 90—99; Burkett 2002, 107; Ehrman 2003, 103-109.

5 Metzger 1987, 191-207; Burkett 2002, 108-109; Ehrman 2003, 240-246.

6 Quoted by Metzger 1987, 154-155; see also Ehrman 2003, 239—240.

7 Ehrman 2005, 15.

8 Ehrman 2005, 208-210.

9 Ehrman 2005, 63-65.

10  Ehrman 2005, 53-56.

11 See Ehrman 2003, xi—xii.

12 For the Gospel of Peter, see Burkett 2002, 239—242, 553-556; for the Gospel of Mary, see
Pagels 1989 (1979), 11—13; for the Gospel of Phillip, see Pagels 1989 (1979), 16-17; for the
Gospel of Thomas, see Pagels 1989 (1979), 126-132; for the Gospel of Truth, see Pagels 1989
(1979), 125-126.
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CANON CREATION/DESTRUCTION AND CULTURAL FORMATION 5

canonization of the New Testament was a complex story of forgeries — such as
the proto-Gospel of James, among many others, whether cast as an ancient dis-
covery of a forgery or the discovery of an ancient forgery — added to which was
the falsification of sacred texts, alterations of texts, and lost texts.!3 On the flip
side, there were real discoveries that added both flesh and nuance to the story,
but invariably made it both more complex and fascinating, such as the discov-
ery of the Nag Hammadi library in Egypt in 1945.1* Whether cast as Gnostic or
other, “authority” lies at the core of canonization.!
As Elaine Pagels so nicely put it:

It is the winners who write history — their way. No wonder, then, that
the viewpoint of the successful majority has dominated all traditional
accounts of the origin of Christianity. Ecclesiastical Christians first
defined the terms (naming themselves ‘orthodox’ and their opponents
‘heretics’); then they proceeded to demonstrate — at least to their own
satisfaction — that their triumph was historically inevitable, or, in reli-
gious terms, ‘guided by the Holy Spirit.’6

I will return to the issue of authority, but it is important to establish first the
meaning and parameters of “canon” and “canonicity” looking well beyond the
Christian use and understanding of these terms.

1 The Meaning and Measure of Canon

In The Archaeology of Measurement: Comprehending Heaven, Earth and Time in
Ancient Societies, Colin Renfrew and Iain Morley note:

It was a profoundly significant step when, in the remote past, a human
being, in undertaking an act of measurement, formulated the notion of
measure. For to measure — whether in the dimensionality of weight, or
of distance or of time - is to develop a new kind of material engagement
with the world that is at once practical and conceptual. It is an act of
cognition — a cognitive act. Such an act has philosophical implications,

13 See Ehrman 2003, 9-89, 215-227.

14  Pagels 1987, xiii—xxxvi; Ehrman 2003, 51-55.

15 For a succinct definition of the term Gnostic, see Burkett 2002, 407; Ehrman 2003, 116134,
185-188.

16 Pagels 1989 (1979), 142.
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6 PAPADOPOULOS

for measurement allows us to transcend the limitations of the here
and the now. It involves observation, and it facilitates construction. It
encapsulates the seeds of mathematics and of science. It makes possible
architecture and design. It is the basis for systematic observation and pre-
diction. It leads on towards astronomy and cosmology. It is the basis for
any complex economic system. It is one of the foundations of all urban
civilizations.!”

For measurement to work there had to be a commonly agreed-upon set of
rules or laws, a conceptual framework that permitted the task of measurement
to take place. This is where canon comes in.

The word “canon” is a Greek word and it is useful to begin with what the
ancient Greeks meant by it. The etymology of the word is well known: the
term comes from the ancient Greek word kanon (xavev), which means a reed
or a rod used as an instrument for measurement.!® In later times, kanon —
or, more accurately, canon — developed the secondary sense of “rule or law,”
and this sense has become the primary meaning in most modern European
languages.!® In Classical Greek, the word is used in many different contexts.
At its most basic level, it can indicate a variety of objects: (1) stave (preserving
the shape of a shield); (2) weaver’s rod; (3) ruddled line used by masons or car-
penters, ruler; (4) beam or tongue of a balance; (5) curtain rod; (6) reeds of a
wind instrument; (7) bedpost; (8) poles from which the ancilia (sacred shields)
were suspended when carried; and (9) bars of a window. In music, canon could
refer to (10) a monochord (in Vitruvius 10.8.3, canon refers to the sound board
of a water organ); and (11) crossbar of a kithara.2® At a broader level, canon in
Greek refers to a rule or standard. In art, the word had the meaning of “model”
or “standard,” as in the famous statue by Polykleitos.?! In grammar, the word
refers to a general rule or a metrical scheme showing all possible forms of a
verb. In astronomy and chronology, canon has the general sense of a “table of
dates,” or a “system of chronology”; it also refers to a limit or boundary. A fur-
ther meaning in Greek is as an assessment for taxation or tariff.22

I have discussed elsewhere that the association in Greek of canon as a meas-
uring rod with the process of measurement is evident in several reliefs that are

17 Morley and Renfrew 2010, 1.

18 Liddell, Scott, and Jones 2006, s.v. “xovev.”

19  See Guillory 1995, 233.

20  See further Papadopoulos 2019.

21 For which see Papadopoulos 2019; see further Kreikenbom 1990, 59-94.
22 Liddell, Scott, and Jones 2006, s.v. “ovev.”
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metrological in nature. As Mark Wilson Jones states: “Ancient art and archi-
tecture were steeped in mathematical harmony,” and he goes on to mention
measuring instruments and standards recovered from the Egyptian and Roman
periods before discussing two Greek metrological reliefs.?3 The first relief, nor-
mally dated to the Hellenistic period, has been long known; it was already pub-
lished in 1874 and is now in the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford.?* The second
was discovered in 1985 on the island of Salamis, near Athens (Fig. 1.1a—b).25 The
Salamis relief is more complex than the one in Oxford, though both confirm
what was already known from our Classical testimonia: that ancient units of
measure were derived from the human body.26 Moreover, the units of meas-
ure in the Classical period were already international, since they attest to the
use or familiarity in Attica of the so-called Attic and Doric feet, the Egyptian
royal cubit, and/or the Samian foot, together with other units.2? Wilson Jones’
contextualization of the Salamis relief through Leonardo da Vinci’s “Vitruvian
Man” (Fig. 1.2) is apt, as it unites measure with proportion. The very title of the
drawing — “Le proporzioni del corpo umano secondo Vitruvio” or, more simply,
“L'Uomo Vitruviano” — as is evident in Leonardo’s accompanying notes, is based
on the work of the Roman architect Vitruvius, who, in De Architectura (3.1.1-5),
described the human figure as the principal source of proportion among the
Classical orders of architecture.?8 For Vitruvius, the ideal human body should
be eight heads high, which provides the proportions for Leonardo’s drawing.
The ancient world had no shortage of proportional canons, particularly in
architecture and sculpture, some accompanied by literary treatises, perhaps
the most famous of which was the Egyptian. The ancient Egyptians had, in
fact, two canons, the first dating back to the Old Kingdom (Fig. 1.3), and the
second canon, which replaced it (Diodorus Siculus 1.98.5—9); this second
canon was in use from the 7th century BCE to the Roman period, and it thus
overlapped with the floruit of Greek, Hellenistic, and Roman sculpture.2® The
second Egyptian canon specified that a sculptor prepare a grid and position

23 Wilson Jones 2000, 73-93; for the Egyptian system of linear measurement and canonicity,
first determined by Karl Richard Lepsius, see Iversen 1955, 19—26.

24  Dekoulakou-Sideris 1990, 445—451, esp. 446, note 3; Wilson Jones 2000, 75-77, fig. 4.

25  Dekoulakou-Sideris 1990.

26  For further details, see Papadopoulos 2019.

27  Wilson Jones 2000, go.

28 For the intellectual, social and ideological context of Vitruvius, see, most recently,
Nichols 2017.

29  See Iversen 1955, 29—43; Borbein 2019.
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8 PAPADOPOULOS

FIGURE 1.1 a) Metrological relief from Salamis, Greece, 4th century BCE,
limestone, 113.5 x 79.3 x 16.2 cm; b) Diagram comparing Leonardo
da Vinci’s adaptation of Vitruvian Man (left) with Salamis Man
(right). Scale 1:20, overlaid with the principal proportional
relationships in terms of a 6-foot arm span and height (H)

(= Wilson Jones 2000, 83, fig. 8)
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CANON CREATION/DESTRUCTION AND CULTURAL FORMATION 9

FIGURE 1.2

Leonardo da Vinci, Vitruvian Man

(Le proporzioni del corpo umano secondo
Vitruvio or L'Uomo Vitruviano), ca. 1490

the figure in it accordingly (Fig. 1.4). The specifications were clear: they indi-
cated a figure height of 19 grid squares to the shoulders and 22.5 squares to the
crown of the head. This canon was thus proportional and could be scaled up
or down to accommodate anything, at any scale. This Egyptian canon influ-
enced Greek architects — especially, if the testimony of Diodorus is reliable,
Theodoros and Telekles of Samos, the sons of Rhoikos.39 But it was not the
only canon in Greek sculpture and art, and there appears to have been quite a
bit of cross-fertilization between sculptors, and other artists, with architects,
philosophers, and mathematicians, especially the Pythagoreans.3! The Greek
sculptor Polykleitos even wrote a treatise entitled Canon.32 Most importantly,
both the Egyptian and the Greek canons were, at their very roots, corporeal.33

The idea of a grid, or an alternative method of planning a sculpture, was too
good to pass up — by modern scholars, if not by ancient authors and artists —
and it spawned numerous attempts by modern scholars to impose a canon on
just about any representation of a human body, from Cycladic figurines of the

30  Pollitt 1995, 19—24; Mark 1995, 25-27.

31 Pollitt 1995; Mark 1995,

32 Borbein 2019; Papadopoulos 2019.

33 The literature on the social, cultural and philosophical aspects of corporeality is exten-
sive. Among many others, see, for example, Gatens 1996; Horner and Keane 2000;
Hamilakis, Pluciennik, and Tarlow 2002; Forth and Crozier 2005; Albright 2013; Hamilakis
2014; Ortega 2014; Sellberg, Wanggren, and Aghtan 2015; Avram 2018.
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10 PAPADOPOULOS

FIGURE 1.3 The first Egyptian canon
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FIGURE 1.4 The second Egyptian canon
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12 PAPADOPOULOS

3rd millennium BCE (Fig. 1.5), to kouroi of the 6th century BCE (Fig. 1.6a), and
to later sculpture (Fig. 1.6b).34

There are, of course, related canons throughout the world. On the Indian
subcontinent, for instance, during the first centuries of the common era,
there was a very different type of canon, which, unlike Egypt, was not incised
or painted. Just about everything we know of it comes from Sanskrit written
sources.3% Indian canons, as was the case with other ancient canons, were
the result of the accumulated experience of generations of artists. Although
there was a certain amount of freedom in India, as in Egypt, artistic activity
was curtailed by a rigid code of conventions, which aligned the artist’s work
with the universal order. The purpose of Indian canons was to codify not the
correct representation of the human body itself, but the correct representation
of different, mostly divine, and not always anthropomorphic, beings; Indian
canons were tightly linked to iconography and Adolf Borbein provides a gen-
eral impression of the manner in which an Indian artist constructed a human
figure (Fig. 1.7).36 As in the case of ancient Greece (Fig. 1.1), the basic units of
measurement are articulated by different parts of the human body. The same
was true a world away, in 14th century to 1521 CE Mesoamerica, where Aztec
units of measure were referenced primarily by elements of the human body,
including hands, arms, feet, steps (indicated by legs), and even bones and the
human heart, but also other symbols, like arrows or darts (Fig. 1.8).37

What the Egyptian, Greek, Indian, and Mesoamerican figurative canons
have in common is their corporeality. These were canons shaped by the human
body. As Michael Camille notes:

In recent years the linguistic model, which for at least two decades
has been so influential in our field [ie., art history], has gradually
been replaced by one rooted less in language and more in corporeality.
Emphasis upon the body will surely have an effect upon how canons are
shaped in the future.38

As we have seen, this is not a modern development, but one rooted in many
ancient cultures — Egyptian, Greek, Indian, and Mesoamerican — and it is

34  For Fig. 1.5, see Getz-Preziosi 1987, 42, fig. 21a; 46, fig. 24; 91, fig. 37a; for Fig. 1.6a, see
Kyrieleis 1996, fig. 7; for Fig. 1.6b, see Schadow 1883, pl. 19; see further Papadopoulos 2019,
59, fig. 6; Borbein 2019, 29, fig. 4; 36, fig. 6.

35 Banerjea 1985, 12—35; Borbein 2019, 25-27.

36  Borbein 2019, 25-27, fig. 3; the drawing of Fig. 1.7 is after Gopinatha Rao 1998 (1920), pl. 10.

37  Clark 2010, 150151, fig. 12.2.

38  Camille 1996, 201. I owe this reference to Gary Urton.
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FIGURE 1.5

Three of the many techniques used to establish a canon for
Cycladic marble figurines: (a) the planning of the harp player

in Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum, 85.44.103; (b) the planning of
the three-figure group in Karlsruhe, Badisches Landesmuseum,
77159; (c) the “classical” four-part canon for folded-arm figurines,
this one in Stockholm, Medelhavsmuseet, 62.10, attributed to the
Fitzwilliam Master
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FIGURE 1.6 a) Sketch of the kouros of Samos, a 6th-century BCE Archaic Greek statue now in the
Archaeological Museum of Vathi in Samos. The length of a square of the grid corresponds to
a Samian half cubit; b) Johann Gottfried Schadow (German, 1764-1850), drawing of the Venus
Medici, 1834

FIGURE 1.7 An Indian canon
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FIGURE 1.8 Aztec units of measure referenced primarily by elements of the human body,

including hands, arms, feet, steps (indicated by legs), and even bones and the
human heart, but also other symbols, like arrows or darts

probably something that holds true for many prehistoric cultures in different
parts of the world.

Farther south, and a conceptual world away, in the Andes of South America,
a good case in point are the Inka, a culture that never developed formal writ-
ing. Here, one method of recording measure and measurements was done by
means of Inka khipu, knotted cords of various color (Fig. 1.9). All manner of
information could be conveyed, and in this instance it was done so by a cul-
ture without writing. As a number of scholars have shown, the different cords
and knots — primary cord, end knot, top cord, loop pendant, pendant cords,
subsidiary cords3® — conveyed, at the very minimum, basic arithmetic and
mathematical operations (addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division);
also division into unequal fractional and proportional parts; multiplication of
integers by fractions.#? The full meaning of the Inka kkipu have yet to be deci-
phered, but what is known to date allows one to posit complex mathematical
and, more importantly, proportional operations that could record vast dis-
tances across the Inka empire. This does not establish the existence of an Inka

39  Urton 2010, 55, fig. 6.1.
40  Ascher and Ascher 1997; Urton 1997, 2003, 2010.
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FIGURE 1.9
Inka khipu, Centro Mallqui,
Leymebamba, Peru

canon, but the ingredients of such a canon were certainly there. To paraphrase
Jean-Francois Billeter, what the Inka khipu effectively did was to “instrumen-
talize” Inka space and, in this way, to reshape the very perception of the Inka
universe.*! What the Inka also show us is that one does not need literature
to create a canon. Canons are thus not just literary constructs. Considerably
earlier human, well before the advent of writing, (and, I dare say, even earlier
hominids) had established their own canons of how things were done, as the
pioneering work of Marcel Mauss has shown so eloquently.#2

But I want to return to the word itself, since Canon has almost as many
meanings in English as it does in Greek. At its most basic level, canon can
mean: (1) any rule or law; (2) a fundamental principle; (3) a standard or

41 Billeter 2014, 16—-19; cf. Versluys this volume.

42 See, especially, Mauss 1990 (1925), 2006. On the Australian continent, Aborigines were
not introduced to writing until 1770 or 1788; to say that they did not have canons would be
jejune.
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criterion; (4) an ecclesiastical rule or law enacted by a council or other author-
ity; (5) the body of ecclesiastical law; (6) the books of the Bible recognized
by the Christian church as genuine or inspired; (7) any officially recognized
set of sacred books; (8) the body of works of a writer — or artist — generally
accepted as genuine; and (9) a catalog or list (as of the saints acknowledged
by the church), or any similar catalog or list. In terms of liturgy, canon refers
to (10) that part of the mass between the Sanctus and the Communion, while
in music it is (11) a kind of composition in which the same melody is played
or sung through two or more voice parts at the same or at a different pitch
overlapping each other. Canonical refers to anything conforming to canon law,
or included in the canon (for example, the Christian Bible); something that is
authorized — I stress the term “authorized” — or recognized by canon law, or
accepted, as in “canonical criticism.”*® What always lurks behind these defini-
tions is authority — who determines the canon, and how?

2 Authority, Reception and the Creation — and Destruction —
of Canons

Authority is central to the creation of canons. As John Guillory notes:

In recent years many literary critics have become convinced that the
selection of literary texts for ‘canonization’ ... operates in a way very like
the formation of the biblical canon. These critics detect beneath the sup-
posed objectivity of value judgments a political agenda: the exclusion of
many groups of people from representation in the literary canon ... The
critics of canon-formation have based their case upon a disturbing and
indisputable fact: If one were to glance at the entire list of ‘great’ Western
European authors — the canon — one would find very few women, even
fewer writers who are non-white, and very few writers of lower-class ori-
gin. This is simply a fact. What are we to make of it?44

Hand-in-hand with authority is the reception of any given text or work of art: its
cultural biography. Reception studies, one of the most important and influen-
tial fields in the study of the Classics, examine the ways in which the Classical
world has been appropriated, on the one hand, or, on the other, responded

43 My definitions are based on the Oxford English Dictionary and Merriam-Webster’s Colle-
giate Dictionary.
44 Guillory 1995, 233-234.
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to in later ages and in non-western cultures. As we shall see, this led to ten-
sions within the discipline of Classics, that went far beyond those inspired
by post-colonial scholars such as Edward Said or Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,
among many others.*5 The Classical canon — however we define it — and the
processes by which it came into being and by which it is continuously shaped,
is the result of its reception in various different academic and cultural environ-
ments through time and across space. Reception, of course, is multi-faceted
and, as we shall see, it can sometimes be convoluted.*6

It has long been known that the reputations of many writers and artists have
risen or fallen through the ages.*” Moreover, the process of canon formation —
to take just the example of Greco-Roman literature — first appeared in ancient
schools, perhaps as early as the establishment of the Academy and the Lyceum
by Plato and Aristotle, respectively, in the 4th century BCE.*® As Patricia
Easterling notes:

Out of the ancient works that were known or rediscovered during the
Renaissance, markedly different ‘canonical’ selections have been made in
different periods, and the changing process of reception continues, with
new theoretical and political implications as western culture itself is held
up to scrutiny.*?

Authority is always an issue in the reception of any genre — whether in litera-
ture or the visual arts. A good example is the work of the three great Athenian
tragedians, who helped establish the western theater, itself a canonical
construct.5% Out of a variously stated output of between seventy and ninety
works, only seven plays by Aeschylus (525/4-456/5 BCE) survive; Sophocles
(497/6-406/5 BCE), the most successful of the three great sth-century play-
wrights in Athens, wrote more than 120 plays, of which only seven survive in
complete form; in contrast, Euripides (480—406 BCE), who was far less popular
in Athens than Sophocles, though he was immensely popular in southern Italy
and Sicily in his later life and after his death, wrote some ninety plays, of which
eighteen or nineteen survive (depending on whether the Rhesos is his). I want
to focus for a moment on Euripides, not only because he was the least popular

45  For which, see Mukherjee 2014.

46 See Settis 2006; Settis, Anguissola, and Gasparotto 2015; Greenblatt 2012.

47  Guillory199s, 234.

48  Cf Lardinois and de Jonge this volume.

49  Easterling 1996, 286.

50  For this compelling example see the extensive discussion by Lardinois and Marx this
volume.
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in Athens and the most popular beyond Athens, but on account of an impor-
tant, and often overlooked, statuette of the playwright — his name inscribed on
the base: EYPINNIAHE — now in the Louvre, dating to the 2nd century ce and
found on the Esquiline Hill in Rome in 1704 (Fig. 1.10). Inscribed on either side
of Euripides are the titles of 36 of his works. The list is as follows (plays marked

with an asterisk [*] are those which survive today):

Left column

1.  AAKHETIZ
2. APXEAAOZ
3. AITEYZS

4. AIOXOx

5. AAOIIH

6. ANTITONH
7.  AAKMAIQN
8. ANAPOMEAA
9. AAEEZANAPOZ
10. AYTH

11. ANAPOMAXH
12. ANTITONH
13. AYTOAYKOZ
14. BAKXAI

15. BEAAEPO®ONTHEZ
16. BOYZEIPIZ
17. AIKTYZ

18. AANAH

19. EI®ITENEIA
20. EAENH

21. EINQ

22. EKABH

23. EPEXOEYZ
24. ENEOZX

25. KAA[MOZ]
Right column

1. KPHTESX

2. KPHIZA[I]
3. KPEZ®ONTYEX
4. KYKAQY¥

5. AIKYMNIOZ

Alkestis™
Archelaos
Aigeus
Aiochos
Alope
Antigone
Alkmaion
Andromeda
Alexandros
Auge
Andromache™
Antigone
Autolykos

Bakchai (Bacchae)*

Bellerophon
Bouseiris
Diktys
Danae
Iphigeneia*
Helen*

Ino
Hekabe*
Erechtheus
Epeos
Kadmos

Cretans

Kryssai
Kresphontyes
Cyclops (Kyklops)*
Likymnios
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FIGURE 1.10  Marble statuette of Euripides (inscribed EYPINIAHE on the right flank of the
base), now in the Louvre, 2nd century cE. found on the Esquiline Hill in Rome
in 1704
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6. MEAANIIIIIOS Melanippos

7. MHAEIA Medeia*

8.  MEAEATPOX Meleager

9 OINEYZ Oineus

10. OIAITIOYE Oidipous (Oedipus)
11. OPEXTHZ Orestes™

What is interesting is that the plays are listed systematically, that is, not ran-
domly, but alphabetically, more or less. Mysteriously, however, they end with
names beginning with the letter “O”; what about the plays that Euripides
wrote that begin with letters later in the alphabet, like Palamedes, Philoktetes,
Phoinissai, Sisyphos, Trojan Women, Chrysippos, among others? What was this
[partial] list copied from (if it was copied)? For whom were the plays listed
and why? In what context was the statue displayed? Perhaps more interest-
ing is the appearance, in the left column, of the play Antigone twice, once in
the sixth line, and again in the twelfth. Did Euripides write two plays entitled
Antigone? Or was this a slip, so to say, of the inscriber’s chisel? And what about
the plays of Euripides that survive, or that we know of, beginning with letters
alphabetically before “O” that did not make it on the list, such as Hippolytos
or Oinomaios? Fortunately, this statuette with its accompanying inscription
is not the only source for Euripides’ artistic output; the Suda states that he
wrote some 9o plays, and there is a robust tradition of scholia on his work that
provides all sorts of detail on the plays, and oftentimes how they fared in the
annual contests at the City Dionysia.5!

As John Gould explains, the later transmission of Euripides’ plays fall into
two categories: the first consists of ten plays (Alcestis, Medea, Hippolytos,
Andromache, Hekabe, Trojan Women, Phoinissai, Orestes, Bacchae, and Rhesos)
transmitted through medieval manuscripts complete with scholia (though
Bacchae lost its notes and comments), and it is likely that their presentation is
in the chronological order that the plays were written. They represent the same
kind of volume of “selected plays” that we also have for Aeschylus and Sophok-
les. The other nine plays (Helen, Elektra, Heraklidai, Herakles, Suppliant Women,
Iphigenia in Aulis, Iphigenia among the Taurians, Ion, Cyclops) have been

transmitted in only a pair of closely related 14th-century manuscripts
(known as L and P); they have no scholia and they are in a rough (Greek)
alphabetical order. There is little doubt that they represent the chance

51 Gould 1996, with references.
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survival of one volume (perhaps two) of the ‘complete plays’ of Euripides,
which circulated in alphabetical order, as we know from ancient lists of
plays and collections of ‘Aypotheseis’ (prefaces).2

For Gould, what survives of Euripides’ work is a random sample. Consequently,
we may simply have to admit that the survival of any text was left to the vagar-
ies of chance. But, as we have seen, the transmission of the New Testament was
never left to chance and I do not believe that the survival of Euripides’ work was
totally random. So the question remains: why have so many of Euripides’ plays
survived over the much more popular and numerous oeuvre of Sophokles?
Surely the answer lies, at least in part, with the reception of his work in Sicily
and southern Italy. This was not just a consequence of later tastes, especially
in the 4th century BCE when the plays of Euripides were extremely popular
among the western Greeks, but something that had already taken root in the
later 5th century, if we are to believe the testimony of Plutarch. In describing
the circumstances of the Athenians captured by the Syracusans in the ill-fated
Sicilian expedition, not least those in the quarries, Plutarch (Nikias 29.2—3)
writes:

Some also were saved for the sake of Euripides. For the Sicilians, it would
seem, more than any other Hellenes outside the home land, had a yearn-
ing fondness for his poetry. They were forever learning by heart the little
specimens and morsels of it which visitors brought them from time to
time, and imparting them to one another with fond delight. In the pres-
ent case, at any rate, they say that many Athenians who reached home in
safety greeted Euripides with affectionate hearts, and recounted to him,
some that they had been set free from slavery for rehearsing what they
remembered of his works; and some that when they were roaming about
after the final battle they had received food and drink for singing some of
his choral hymns.

The fate of Euripides in the longue durée of posterity is a precept that was
repeated many times. Some authors and artists fared well, others did not. What
became of their work was subject to the vicissitudes of survival and preserva-
tion, as well as the efficacy or potency or relevance or reception of their work
in later generations. The same holds true for Latin texts. A classic case in point
being the discovery, in the winter of 1417, in a remote monastery, of a copy of
Lucretius’ (Titus Lucretius Carus) poem De rerum natura. This was in no small

52  Gould 1996, 571.
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measure the result of the efforts, erudition, and serendipity — good fortune — of
humanists, like Poggio Bracciolini, who, in this particular case, saw the rele-
vance of the work and appreciated the beauty of Lucretius’ poem.53

Texts and objects can enter a canon, but they can also fall out of it. Canons
can be created, but they can also be destroyed. The processes by which this
occurs are not always clear, and they are many. What is noteworthy in the case
of Euripides is that the popularity of his work in Sicily and southern Italy was
a “bottom up” phenomenon, unlike the canonization of the Biblical Gospels,
which was “top down.” So, what about the totality of the canon of Greek litera-
ture that is preserved today? Why did certain texts survive — or were preserved —
while others faded into obscurity? Umberto Eco dramatized the story of the
fate of one ancient text — the second part of Aristotle’s Poetics — in his 1980
novel Il nome della rosa (The Name of the Rose), set in 1327 in a Benedictine
monastery in northern Italy. Only the first part of Aristotle’s Poetics survives,
which deals with tragedy and epic; the second part, on comedy — and hence
laughter that was at the core of Eco’s novel — was lost, although Richard Janko
has gone a long way in reconstructing what can be reconstructed of the text.5+
In Eco’s novel, the fate of Aristotle’s text is a convoluted one that sparked
numerous murders. The fate of most ancient texts was perhaps not as intricate
or tangled or labyrinthine, but the process of canonization and motivations
behind it — if not the basic survival of a text — was often a top down phenome-
non that was never very clear.

The compilation of lists in antiquity of the “best” writers in a particular
genre was a process that the Romans attributed to scholars — yes, scholars! —
active in Hellenistic Alexandria, particularly Aristarchos of Samothrace
(ca. 216-144 BCE) and Aristophanes of Byzantium (probably 257-180 BCE).
Patricia Easterling elaborates that much of the scholarship of the time was
devoted “to the rescue, classification, and exegesis of earlier literature, and the
Alexandrians could use the books of their library,” together with the Pinakes
of Kallimachos of Kyrene as the primary work of reference, which was used as
something of a guide to which authors “had stood the test of time.”5> Moreover,
the Alexandrians appear to have used the term ot &yxpi@évteg to refer to the
texts that were “included”; as Easterling elaborates, “in Latin the favoured term
was classici, and Quintilian used ordo and numerus to designate a selective

53  The story of Poggio Bracciolini, and his discovery of a copy of Lucretius’ On the Nature of
Things, and the impact of this discovery is well outlined in Greenblatt 2012.

54  Janko1984.

55  Easterling 1996, 286.
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FIGURE 1.11  The Apotheosis of Homer by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, 1827

list.”56 It goes without saying that the authors thus “included” had a much bet-
ter chance of survival than those not listed.57

The names of Aristarchos and Aristophanes of Byzantium are hardly house-
hold names today; Kallimachos and Quintilian might fare a little better, but not
by much and they would only be known to a small and select group of scholars.
We know practically nothing about the character, tastes, or predilections of
these four scholars, yet our canon of Classical authors was, in no small meas-
ure, determined and defined by them. I therefore ask a question that I have
asked before: how much do we know about the people who determine and
define the canon of modern writers or painters or whatever today?58 Ironically,
of these four ancient scholars only one made it on Jean-Auguste-Dominique
Ingres’ 1827 celebrated painting, The Apotheosis of Homer (Fig. 1.11): Aristarchos
of Samothrace, who stands between Aristotle and Alexander the Great, no
less, and immediately behind Pheidias! Ingres not only painted those he
deemed worthy from antiquity — among many others, Pindar, Hesiod, Sokrates,
Plato, Perikles, Sappho, Virgil, Apelles — but also modern poets, artists, and

56  Easterling 1996, 286.
57  For further reading, see Pfeiffer 1968, 1976; Assmann and Assmann 1987.
58  Papadopoulos 2019, 58.
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FIGURE 1.12  The School of Athens by Raphael, painted between 1509 and 151

philosophers, including Dante, Shakespeare, Mozart, Moliere, Racine, and
many others, most of which are confined to the lower register of the paint-
ing. Only Raphael and Michelangelo were deemed worthy enough to stand
alongside the ancients, and on the left side of the painting, Virgil has his arm
appropriately around Dante, who stands a little lower down. The only female
author or artist that made it on the painting is Sappho, tucked away and barely
visible in the upper left, standing between Raphael and Alkibiades. The only
other women are personifications. Two are seated at Homer’s feet: the Iliad,
wearing a red dress and the Odyssey, draped in green with an oar across her
lap; the only other female is Victory — or the Universe — crowning Homer. But
what was it about Aristarchos that inspired Ingres to paint him in such illustri-
ous company? The important point here is that, although the painting is only
some 200 years old — not 2,000 — we have no idea why and how Ingres settled
upon these luminaries and not others, just as we have little knowledge as to
who chose the various elements of the canonical Bible, and how this process
played out, whether in the 2nd century CE or later. The same may be argued
for other representations of the canon, such as Raphael's School of Athens,
painted between 1509 and 1511 (Fig. 1.12). As with Raphael, Ingres’ painting is
a self-contained canon that reflects, to a large degree, the normative concepts
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of those authors, artists, philosophers, and even political figures (like Perikles
or Alkibiades or Alexander) deemed worthy enough in the earlier 19th century
to be so canonized, and, to a lesser degree, some of Ingres’ personal favorites
(or those of the person who commissioned the painting?). Ingres’ own predi-
lections may not have determined who made it onto the painting, but more
how each figure was depicted, where they stood in relation to others, and
their prominence, or lack thereof, in the overall composition. Who would you
include in your canon?

3 Canonicity, Marginality, and the Achsenzeit

I want to end by addressing the challenge posed by this volume as a whole
namely, what has canonization to do with cultural formation? And I begin
with a reference to an often cited passage by Jan Assmann: “In Zeiten ver-
schirfter innerkultureller Polarisierung, Zeiten zerbrochener Traditionen, in
denen man sich entscheiden mufi, welcher Ordnung man folgen will, kommt
es zu Kanonbildungen.”> I am not sure that times of intensified cultural polar-
ization or times of broken traditions, are the sine qua non of canon formation.
As T have tried to show, canon formation can occur at any given time, and it
does not require a particular set of circumstances in order to form.

Consequently, if a canon can be brought into being at any given time, what
is so important about the Achsenzeit or “Axial Age,” particularly if the focus is
on the importance of canonization in the 1st millennium BCE? Conceived by
Karl Jaspers in his 1949 Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte,%° and taken to
great heights in a number of more recent publications, but also criticized to
its core, the Achsenzeit as a concept has promoted not only cross-cultural, but
also interdisciplinary discourse, which is a good thing.6!

But there is one point on which I must insist: the Axial Age, however we
define it, produced classics, not canons. Canons came later, during the clos-
ing stages of the Achsenzeit and later, sometimes, much later, as the ongoing
discoveries at sites like Oxyrhynchos (modern el-Behnasa) show.%2 The reason
Iinsist on this is straightforward, and here I focus only on that part of the Axial
Age I know best, the ancient Greek. In its production of classics, the period

59  Assmann 1992, 125, see also Versluys this volume.

60  Jaspersigss.

61  Among the many, see, in particular, the various papers in Eisenstadt 1986; Bellah and Joas
2012; for the opposing view, see, especially, Provan 2013.

62  For alucid and edifying overview of the number of papyri of the more frequently identi-
fied Greek authors, which Homer heads by far, see Netz 2019, 203—208.
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often equated from the Archaic into the Hellenistic age, produced not only
texts that became canons, but also texts that were/are “marginal,” a euphe-
mism for non-canonical. Indeed, the implicit adoption of canonicity involves
the marginalization of other texts. As we shall see, even Homer was not uni-
versally praised by all in the Axial Age, and the canonization of the Iliad and
Odyssey may well have only begun with the establishment of schools like the
Academy and the Lyceum in the 4th century BCE, several centuries after his
death, if an individual known as Homer ever existed. As we saw in the case of
Euripides, the processes by which some of his plays were canonized and others
were not certainly did not happen in his own day, and they may only have been
canonized in later Hellenistic Alexandria. As for Lucretius (99—55 BCE), had
Poggio Bracciolini not stumbled across De rerum natura in the early 15th cen-
tury of the Common Era, the manuscript may well have been a victim of the
ravages of time. All this is to say that not all texts — or works of art — of the
Classical period entered the canon, and the processes and motivations by
which those that did enter did not play out until later periods.

In a recent essay dealing with marginality and the classics, Marco Formisano
lays bare one of the unintended side effects of the process of canonization,
namely

... an increased level of canonicity of those texts from the corpus of Greek
and Roman literature that are the subject of inquiry. Reception studies
has focused almost exclusively on the most canonical Greek and Latin
texts, not only because they are appreciated per se but also because they
have been received, rewritten, adapted, discussed, and alluded to on such
a scale as to discourage discussion of other ancient texts, which were
rarely or never the objects of significant reception.3

There is thus a conceptual tension between canonical and marginal texts that
leads to anxieties in the very dichotomy between canon and margins in the
Classics. Formisano goes on to note “Another important factor consists of
expectations of the job market, especially in Anglo-American academia, where
classicists must show competence primarily, if not exclusively, in canonical
texts from the classical periods.”64 And he also points to a related phenomenon:

... but among scholars of other fields there is a widespread expecta-
tion that classics should deal with canonical authors and texts, because

63 Formisano 2018, 2.
64 Formisano 2018, 4.
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classical antiquity is the canon par excellence and the discipline devoted
to classical antiquity has the task of preserving what constitutes this
canon.%?

Anxieties do not stop there, for there is yet another tension, one that pits liter-
ary scholars against cultural historians. As Formisano articulates:

If you want to study literature, the implicit logic goes, you must study
those texts that are literary (according to today’s standards); otherwise
you are a historian of knowledge, science, technology, culture, religion,
philosophy, mentality, textual transmission, and even literature; or you
are a philologist. But you are not primarily a literary scholar ... [M]ost
classicists have a tendency to conceive of the tension between central
and marginal texts almost as an ontological difference between two
fields: the study of literature, which implicitly justifies the canon, and
the study of culture, which needs all sorts of texts and documents (and
indeed, the more aesthetically or literarily mediocre a text is thought to
be, the better suited it seems to the goals of historical reconstruction).66

This last statement comes as something of a surprise for those of us that think
material remains — the very stuff of the archaeological record — are just as
important as anything written in antiquity. Archaeologists have often, if not
always, read, whether consciously or unconsciously, ancient texts — the canon-
ical and the marginal — not for what their authors said or wished to say, but for
all the unarticulated assumptions, or cultural baggage, that any given text car-
ries. But I want to return, albeit briefly, to those issues on which I have focused,
the murky processes that lie at the core of canonization and canon formation,
and to ask the same simple question that I have asked before: who or what
makes a text canonical? In order to frame the question, I return to the Classical
author that antiquity, both in the Axial Age and beyond — and well into
modernity — placed at the very pinnacle of the pyramid of all Classical texts:
Homer (the same author whom Ingres canonized through apotheosis, with a
worthy cast of onlookers, Fig. 1.11). But was — is — Homer marginal or canon-
ical? This is precisely the question posed by James Porter, who writes: “Few
authors have the experience of having been dragged in the mud, made fools
of by children, unfairly defeated in competition, accused of immortality, glut-
tony, or cultural primitivism, ostracized, labelled plagiarists or liars (indeed,

65 Formisano 2018, 5; see also Settis 2006.
66 Formisano 2018, 8.
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of having seen their name made into a synonym for lying) — and generally of
having been maligned, pilfered, plagiarized, corrected, rewritten, divested of
their titles, deracinated at birth, and made to wander homeless and destitute,
then to serve the whims of their own protagonists, (whether out of infatuation
or as their dupe), and finally to die covered in ignominy. I am of course speak-
ing of Homer, who had to suffer all of this and more, almost uniquely among
the poets from antiquity."6? If Homer can blur the dichotomy between canon
and margin, or as Porter has it, “margicanonical tradition,” then we can clearly
see how critical the processes of authority and reception are in the creation/
destruction of any canon.58

4 Coda

In many ways a canon is, or can be, to paraphrase Versluys (this volume), an
authoritative set of ideas grounded in the past that functions as something of
a guiding principle in the present or, as Assmann put it: “Kanon ist die mémoire
volontaire einer Gesellschaft.”6% But it is more than just that. A canon can be
determined or imposed by the same people who write history, the winners,
as Pagels put it so well. In this scenario, it is imposed from above, a top down
process that lies at the core of most canon formations. In this way, a canon
becomes a tool exploited by the powerful: canon, after all, is defined as a rule
or law or set of rules/laws. Occasionally, as the example of Euripides’ popular-
ity among the western Greeks showed, some works can enter a canon through
a process that is more bottom up. But whether top down or bottom up, the
process of canon creation and canon destruction is based on values that are
socially and discursively constructed, subjectively perceived and negotiated.
Moreover, in order to survive or persist, a canon, though linked to a particular
place and time, must be resilient. In order to achieve resilience, a canon must
endure over different temporalities, and often across vast expanses of human
space. In this way, a canon, which on the surface seems the very epitome of
stability, is neither static nor monolithic, but dynamic and fluid. In contrast,
some canons can be fleeting, highly personal, or catering to a smaller social
group, as the examples of Raphael’s “School of Athens” and Ingres’ “Apotheosis
of Homer” suggest. I would venture that the canon of 19th and 2oth-century
pre-1950 literature and art was different in the 1960s from what it was in the

67 Porter 2018, 231; see now Porter 2021.
68 Porter 2018, 261.
69  Assmann 1992, 18.
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1990s or 2010s. Like many social phenomena, the creation, perpetuation and
ultimate destruction of a canon involves legal, economic, moral, religious, aes-
thetic, and other social dimensions. A canon is determined by its relevance
and value at any given time, that is, what people are willing to sacrifice or pay
for it. In this way, the past and the present not only collide, they converge. As
Assmann put it: “The present is ‘haunted’ by the past and the past is modeled,
invented, reinvented, and reconstructed by the present” — and canons are part
and parcel of this process.”°
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Mémoire volontaire? Canonisation as Cultural
Innovation in Antiquity

Miguel John Versluys

1 Introduction: Canonisation as Cultural Innovation

In essence, this Chapter argues, canonisation is about interacting with the past
in an attempt to shape the present and thus to determine the future.! As a
socio-cultural process resulting in the Umwandlung of cultural memory, estab-
lishing a canon is one of the most important acts in defining a cultural identity.2
In the famous words of Jan Assmann: “Kanon ist die mémoire volontaire einer
Gesellschaft”3 Once a canon has been established, it functions as a normative
tool: “Ein Kanon antwortet auf die Frage: Wonach sollen wir uns richten”# It
thus becomes “an instrument for measurement’, which is the full meaning of
the word in ancient Greek.> Assmann has argued that the creation of a canon is
often a response to what we could call an identity crisis for societies.® Indeed,

1 Asthis Chapterwillillustrate, exploring canons and canonisation is something of a ‘meta-type’
activity (Sluiter 1998), especially when the ambition is to relate it to concepts like cultural
innovation, anchoring and Globalisation. I am therefore much indebted to colleagues who
read drafts of this paper and did their best to keep me focused: Damien Agut-Labordere,
André Lardinois, Werner Pieterse and Ineke Sluiter. I also would like to thank the participants
to the two expert meetings for our inspiring debates. This study was supported by the Dutch
ministry of Education, Culture and Science (ocw) through the Dutch Research Council
(Nwo), as part of the Anchoring Innovation Gravitation Grant research agenda of 01k0s, the
National Research School in Classical Studies, the Netherlands (project number 024.003.012).

2 Psychologists call the distinctly human ability to recognize oneself in the past and project
that onto the future autonoesis, see Tulving 2002.

3 Assmann 1992, 18. A canon is thus understood as the point where a tradition reaches its
“hochste inhaltliche Verbindlichkeit und duf3erste formale Festlegung”, Assmann 1992, 103.

4 Assmann 1992, 123.

5 For ancient and modern definitions and conceptions of canon and canonisation see exten-
sively Silver and Terraciano 2019 and Papadopoulos 2019, as well as the contributions by
Papadopoulos, De Jonge and Gonzalez to this volume.

6 Assmann 1992, 125: “In Zeiten verschérfter innerkultureller Polarisierung, Zeiten zerbro-
chener Traditionen, in denen man sich entscheiden muf3, welcher Ordnung man folgen will,
kommt es zu Kanonbildungen.” For ancient canonisations with a focus on identity formation
in “Zeiten des Umbruchs” see recently Friesen and Hesse 2019.
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a canon is often developed as an instrument that should provide society with
a different cultural coherence — based on a (new or reaffirmed) reading of the
past, to create a different present for a novel future. As such, canons often seem
to function as anchors for the societies in which they function, connecting the
new with the familiar while mediating change in relation to continuity. As
such canonisation frequently leads to new forms of cultural formation — and is
thus an important instrument of innovation.

In his book Contre Francois Jullien, the sinologist Jean-Francois Billeter
even argues that it is the main and most innovative instrument of cultural
formation.” He maintains that the real secret of the success of the Han Empire
(206 BCE—220 CE) did not, or not mainly, rely on military, administrative,
institutional or ritual domains, but rather on canonisation as innovation. It is
worthwhile to quote his conclusion in full:

Rappelons que l'empire chinois a été fondé par Ts'in Cheu-Houang, le
«Premier empereur de Ts'in », en 221 avant notre ére, a la suite de ter-
ribles guerres, et que la violence dont est né ce nouveau pouvoir sest
retournée contre lui puisqu’il a sombré dans le désordre quinze ans plus
tard, en 206. (—) Apres quelques hésitations, les vainqueurs de cette nou-
velle guerre ont repris a leur compte l'idée d’empire et fondé, en 202, la
dynastie impériale des Han, qui est devenu la deuxiéme. Leur principal
souci était de ne pas subir le sort de la premiere, c'est-a-dire de durer.
IIs y ont réussi au-dela de tout espoir puisque leur dynastie a subsisté
pendant quatre siecles (les Han forment la période romaine de la Chine).
Mais les empereurs Han et leurs conseillers ont fait plus que cela puisque
l'empire a duré plus de deux millénaires et que, grice a eux, la folie, la
démesure du Premier Empereur, qui aurait pu rester une aberration sans
lendemain, sont devenues le moment fondateur de toute cette histoire
impériale. Ce fait capital doit étre médité. Les historiens voient la rai-
son de cette réussite extraordinaire dans l'ordre militaire, administratif,
institutionnel et rituel qu'ils ont su créer et qui a, en effet, perduré dans
ses traits essentiels jusqu’a la fin de I'empire, au début du xx¢ siecle. Le
véritable secret de cette réussite, cependant, que les historiens ne voient
pas ou ne comprennent pas suffisamment, c'est que ces empereurs, leurs
conseillers et leurs agents ont instrumentalisé la culture au point de la

7 Billeter 2014, 18-19 for the quote below; the dates mentioned are BCE. I thank Damien
Agut-Labordere for bringing this book to my attention. Note that using this important obser-
vation by Billeter here has no relation whatsoever to the Jullien-Billeter debate and my own
opinion on that matter.
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refondre entierement et d’en faire la base d'un ordre nouveau. Pour faire
oublier la violence et l'arbitraire dont l'empire était né, et par lesquels
il se soutenait, il devait paraitre conforme a l'ordre des choses. Tout fut
recentré sur l'idée que l'ordre impérial était conforme aux lois de I'uni-
vers, depuis l'origine et pour tous les temps. Tous les domaines du savoir,
toute la pensée, le langage, les représentations devaient concourir a per-
suader les esprits que cet ordre était, dans 'ensemble, naturel. C'était le
movyen le plus efficace d’assurer la pérennité du régime impérial, de ses
hiérarchies, des formes de domination qu'il imposait, de la soumission
qu'elles exigeaient. De cette refonte générale est née ce que les Chinois
eux-mémes ont considéré depuis lors, et que 'on considére aujourd’hui
encore, en Chine et ailleurs, comme la civilisation chinoise. Le passé pré-
impérial a été si bien réinterprété qu'il est lui-méme devenu une partie
intégrante du nouvel ordre des choses. On peut admirer cette synthese,
qui a duré plus de deux millénaires en dépit des crises que l'ordre impé-
rial a traversées, des défis qu'il a dii relever des transformations sociales
profondes auxquelles il a dii s'adapter. Mais il faut bien voir quelle a été
sécrétée par le pouvoir impérial, quelle a eu pour fonction principale
d'occulter la nature de ce pouvoir et de rendre impensable toute alterna-
tive au despotisme. Et il faut étre conscient du fait que tout ce qui passe
aujourd’hui pour spécifiquement chinois, en particulier dans le domaine
de la pensée, fait partie de ce systéme.

When such an “instrumental reshaping” is successful — that is: becomes
canonised — it can subsequently develop into a cultural tradition; a tradition
that might continue to exert its influence over millennia. For classicists, the
Augustan era, with its reshaping of an Italo-Hellenistic Republic as the Roman
Empire by Octavian Augustus, probably springs to mind at once as example
par excellence.8 It is important to realise that many of the cultural traditions
that we distinguish today, as being present in our modern world or as the most
important cultural foundations of that world — think of what we now call
Chinese, Buddhist, Indian/Hindu, Jewish, Christian, Greco-Roman, et cetera —
are “instrumental re-shapings” and their successful canonisation that go back
to Antiquity and often the 1st millennium BCE in particular; a point to which
I will return below.

From the moment that a canon is in place, it often immediately does
away entirely with the complex historical process behind its formation — the

8 It has therefore been righty characterized as a cultural revolution, see Wallace-Hadrill 2008.
Note how also Billeter compares Han China to the Roman Empire.
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period of crises and the choices then made.® Instead of a mémoire volontaire,
the canon is represented and even mythologised as divinely established and
“natural”. The idea is created that the canon simply imposed itself through
its own authority.!0 Although this is what a canon needs, as a technology to
arrive at a novel cultural coherence, nothing could be further from the truth.
Focussing on canonisation therefore allows us to understand the cultural
formation of societies as complex and contested historical processes. It ena-
bles us to go beyond the convenient truths that societies tell about their own
past and identity, as in reality canons are never as pure or uncontested as one
would wish.!! This is important, in itself, to arrive at a better understanding of
how the ancient societies that called themselves “Assyrian’, “Persian’, “Greek’,
“Egyptian” or “‘Roman” (et cetera) came about — what kind of work they had to
do to arrive at this self-definition of cultural coherence and what kind of com-
peting definitions they had to obliterate.!? The observation also prompts us to
investigate processes of canonisation themselves from a comparative perspec-
tive: How do canons operate as anchors for the societies in which they func-
tion? Does canonisation indeed result in cultural formation and how? How
were canons able to innovate? Why did particular canonisations do so well
as cultural traditions — in the historical context in which they were created as
well as beyond? And why are so many canonisations from Antiquity still with
us today?

This essay suggests some initial ideas to answer these big questions, with
the additional intention of serving as a framework for the case studies that
follow in the subsequent part of this book. I will first elaborate on how canon-
isation works by focussing on (overlapping) questions of ideology, documenta-
tion, history, and transmission, with the attempt to connect all these concepts
with canonisation in a somewhat different light than is usually done, that is:
through the lens of cultural innovation. By drawing in the concept of anchor-
ing, I will subsequently discuss the impact of canonisation with the aim to
understand why some canonisations were so successful. Lastly, we will turn
to the historical context of the 1st millennium BCE. A much-debated theory

9 For how, in Antiquity, crises were dealt with in these terms of remembrance, recovery and
innovation see now Klooster and Kuin 202o0.

10  This rephrases one of the succinct remarks on canonisation by O’Leary 1999 and is illus-
trated in the quote from Billeter. Additional examples in the important volume by Silver
and Terraciano 2019.

11 As eloquently expressed by Roman 2016, 9 concerning the Imperium Romanum: “Un
empire, romain certes, mais constitué par qui, avec quoi, comment, évoluant en fonction
de quelles idéaux, de quelles constraintes”.

12 As stressed in the contribution of Woolf to this volume, the uncanonical is an essential
part of the cultural landscape created by canonisation processes.
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on canonisation in this period has been around for more than half a century
already: the notion of Achsenzeit (Axial Age), as formulated by Karl Jaspers
in his Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte from 1949. The original idea, as
formulated by Jaspers, has been strongly criticised for various reasons. As a his-
torical theory, it is indeed lacking in many aspects, as will be discussed below,
but it certainly does not lack the insight that canonisation is fundamental to
understand cultural formation in this period of Antiquity, in particular. To this
I'will add the concept of Globalisation and suggest that increasing connectivity
throughout the 1st millennium BCE necessitated the major canonisations that
gave us the cultures of the ancient world we still live with today.

2 Canonisation and Ideology

The first important issue concerning canonisation is the power and authority
that are linked to it.!® Canonisation is about selection and that is never an
innocent or random process. With canonisation, it is therefore always impor-
tant to ask the question of ideology: who selects what, for what reasons and
with what kind of intended outcome in mind?!* From this perspective, can-
onisation is essentially a political procedure that enforces internal coherence
and unity at the expense of diversity — and thus results in the marginalization
of competing narratives about past, present and future.!> Pierre Bourdieu has
illustrated how canonisation, as an ideological instrument, revolves around
the accumulation of symbolic capital, often from materials from the past.16
His observation immediately reveals a central and most interesting para-
dox concerning canonisation. On the one hand, a canon necessitates seclu-
sion and inscrutability: “Nichts darf hinzugefiigt, nichts weggenommen, nichts
verdndert werden”, as Assmann put it.l” On the other hand, a canon transcends

13 Asunderlined and illustrated by the contribution of Papadopoulos to this volume.

14  As Robinson 1997, 11 put it: “After all, when we turn from the construction of pantheons,
which have no prescribed number of places, to the construction of course syllabi, then
something has to be eliminated each time something else is added, and here ideologies,
aesthetic and extra-aesthetic, necessarily come into play”, cf. also McCusker 2013, 77.
For the concept of ideology see still the illuminating discussion in Moore 1990 and fur-
ther below.

15 Ofek 2010; Woolf, this volume and see in particular the important collection Brzyski
2007 for what are called partisan canons. On the (productive) interplay between can-
onicity and marginality, for the discipline of Classics, now Formisano and Shuttleworth
Kraus 2018.

16  Bourdieu1998.

17 Assmann 1992, 103.
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time, needs constant maintenance and thus develops, as all cultural products
do. Although it should look stable and immutable, therefore, a canon is in fact
constantly in the making. This renewal, however, cannot be achieved simply
through more accumulation, as this violates the main principle of seclusion
and inscrutability — and precisely that is the paradox. Societies have found
many different ways to evade this dilemma. For instance, they made canons
extremely self-referential in order to maintain their authority. Possible addi-
tions, moreover, needed to be negotiated extremely carefully and almost in a
ritual way — and we will encounter many more (improvised) solutions in the
case studies discussed in this book. A canon, in other words, needs to constantly
mediate continuity and change and does so by disquising the latter in order to
present it as the former. Anchoring is an important tool, perhaps even the
instrument par excellence, to make that work.

How canonisation functions and succeeds as an ideological process has
been well investigated for what is one of its most important case studies: the
canonisation of saints by Church authorities, a process that started in the
12th century CE. Contrary to common understanding, these studies illustrate
that canonisation is never merely a top-down process, but rather a form of
negotiation and compromise between different societal groups and their
interests.'® Moreover, these canonisations often stretched out over a long
period of time, as a slow and, in fact, never finalized project. Long after the
canonisation process of the Reformation, for instance, many (now) Protestant
communities were still very much interested in relics and saints — which
the new cultural coherence no longer allowed them to be. In turn, Catholic
Church authorities needed much time and debate to arrive at proper Counter
Reformation canonisation policies. These included decrees against an all too
swift canonisation of popular saints, like the “50-year wait” issued in 1627. This
was an attempt to keep the authority of the canon intact and to present change
in terms of continuity, as described above.!® To underline the importance of
negotiation and comprise with canonisation — thus nuancing a simplistic and
singular understanding of power as a top-down process — Didier Lett uses the
notion of “saint-making”.2? He shows how the canonisation of saints was a
long procedure also in juridical terms, which allowed for the evidence to be
structured and framed.2! His analysis of the elevation of Nicolas de Tolentino

18  Klaniczay 2004; Lett 2008; Copeland 2012.

19  Copeland 2012. See Klaniczay 2004 for legal aspects.

20  Lett2008.

21 Asimilar view in Klaniczay 2004 and Copeland 2012, 261 who qualifies the official recog-
nition of a saint as “(—) the result of both the development of a cult and a juridical process
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to the level of saint, in the first half of the 14th century, even shows that the
figure of De Tolentino was, in fact, more created than revealed throughout the
process. This complex historical development, however, was forgotten as soon
as Saint Nicolas de Tolentino was functioning as a canon saint. Change and
innovation, which thus sometimes even reached the point of invention, had
been successfully disguised as continuity.?

Another important insight arising from the study of the canonisation of
saints, is the fact that canonisation processes often work both internally and
externally simultaneously and often not as originally planned. Canonisation,
in other words, has many “unintended consequences”.? The canonisation of
saints after the Reformation in the 16th century provides an illustrative exam-
ple of this. The Catholic cults of saints had been strongly criticised by the
Protestant reformers and were at the heart of their quest for a new religious
and cultural coherence. The council of Trent (1545-1563) assertively defended
saints and their (spiritual) role within the church, as a result. The subsequent
Catholic canonisation of saints, then, served two goals. It was, of course, a mili-
tant response of the Catholic church towards Protestantism and therefore exter-
nally aimed. At the same time, it shows that it had an important innovative role
to play internally, as well; namely, serving almost as “a Catholic Reformation in
which Church authorities focused on removing corrupt practices”2* The latter,
internal part of this complex historical process was covered up and meant to
be forgotten, as it was not in line with what canonisation is supposed to do:
produce coherence internally, against those outside the canon. But it certainly
happened, and not only during the Counter-Reformation.

If we study canonisation, we should always pay attention to issues of power
and ideology. This has been done extensively in literature from the past dec-
ades, probably influenced by the “culture wars” that characterised academia in
the final part of the 20th century, if not until today.2% This (exclusive) focus on
canonisation as a vehicle for institutional intent, however, has pushed the

investigating an existing reputation for holiness amongst a substantial body of devotees
spanning various states of life.”

22 For “the invention of tradition” as an anchoring device to suggest continuity in order to
innovate in the period of Antiquity, see Boschung, Busch and Versluys 2015.

23 After Merton’s famous article from 1936 and the studies in its wake, like recently Van der
Leeuw 2020.

24  Copeland 2012, 260.

25  For the (shifting) relations between culture and power within cultural-historical studies,
see Gibson 2007. For how the concepts of canon and canonisation became a focus of the
“culture wars”, see Gorak 1991 and Robinson 1997; Hurley 2020 for Art History specifically.
For a recent example one can think about current debates on cultural appropriation and
its discontents.
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analysis of how canonisation works as a process of cultural formation or inno-
vation to the background.26 To arrive at more complete and nuanced under-
standings, therefore, we can probably analyse power and ideology best as
influenced by all manner of socio-cultural factors and players; functioning both
top-down and bottom-up, internally and externally at the very same time; and
with a lot of “unintended consequences”. Moreover, a canon is distinctly part
of the long-term, almost to the point where we could call it “the formalisation
of a tradition-in-the-making”. The examples mentioned so far, at least, strongly
suggest that canonisation is more a process evolving over time than a single
conscious decision made through the agency of a person or group of persons at
a specific point in time. I will argue that it is essentially a combination of both;
but that conclusion indeed poses problems for the definition of canonisation
in relation to concepts like formalisation or standardization; a point to which
I will return further below. Be that as it may, the concept of canonisation is
crucial to any theory of tradition, its constitution and its transmission.2?

3 Canonisation and Documentation

Documentation is central to the functioning of a canon, as it needs to be made
crystal clear what the new normative tool exactly entails; what is allowed and
what is forbidden; what is inside the canon and what is outside. Therefore, only
documentation allows the canon to serve as an instrument of measurement
and to have a profound impact. The idea of making a list is probably usually
the start of what canonisation is about, as selection in order to change society.

26  Asalready argued and illustrated by Gorak 1991 as well as Silver and Terraciano 2019.

27 Boyer 1990. For canonisation and transmission see Rigney 2005; Silver and Terraciano
2019 and further below. The relation between power and canonisation is therefore well
encapsulated, I think, in the compelling definition Fernand Braudel (1989 [2019], 60, for
the issue see also Moore 1990) gave of ideology: “To call it an ideology is to identify it as
a loose system of ideas, beliefs, declarations, prejudices, connected by a sometimes less
than perfect logic, but connected all the same. An ideology cannot but be all-enveloping;
its nature is to take over the individual and oblige him to submit to constraint, as he is
generally only too pleased to do. In short it is a kind of replacement civilisation, designed
to repair the holes and fill the gaps in an existing civilisation, now perceived as damaged
or deficient. Logically it calls for enthusiasm, conviction, the certainty that one is right,
and the lure of success. That it should consist of a bit of everything is logical too: the
plaster used to patch up the cracks blends with what was already there.” Braudel talks
about European “humanism” and the Renaissance here. Note how the final sentence of
this quote (“the plaster used to patch up the cracks blends with what was already there”)
in fact describes the mediation of continuity and change discussed above. Further below
I will explore the concept of anchoring from this perspective.

- 978-90-04-52026-4
Downloaded from Brill.com10/03/2022 07:53:12AM
via Université Paris Ouest Nanterre



42 VERSLUYS

As such, canonisation is Listenwissenschaft with the invention of writing rep-
resenting a crucial step forward in this respect as well.?8 Strongly related to the
list, is its formalization as a catalogue. Without these forms of documentation,
it would probably be impossible for canons to persist over time. One other ele-
ment that is crucial to the life of a canon, is the exegete; a person with special
knowledge of the canon. With religious canons, this person is most often called
a priest. The exegete distributes the prescriptions of the canon to its mem-
bers and monitors their obedience. This is why this person, as interpreter of
the canon, has authority and is deemed essential for the survival of the group
or society in question.?? Above we have already encountered a central para-
dox that characterizes canonisation: although a canon should look immuta-
ble and unchanging it is, in fact, always in the making. It takes much effort to
keep that tension at bay. Exegetes play a crucial role also in that respect. Their
explanations and interpretations are usually strongly self-referential, and thus
strengthen the authority of the canon.3? Moreover, the work of the exegete
also serves to update the canon, making it relevant for new generations, while
hiding this innovation as tradition through careful anchoring. As such, the
interpreter almost is the canon, as mediator between continuity and change.
The functioning of the list, catalogue and exegete in relation to the notion
of canon has been demonstrated by Jonathan Z. Smith, in a brilliant article
on persistence, that I will therefore briefly summarise here.3! The existence of
a list implies that a selection has been made; a selection that has been docu-
mented. Most lists are open-ended: “they have neither a necessary beginning
nor end save that provided by the duration of the attention of the compiler or
the use to which the list is to be put. There is no necessary order. Everything
may appear to be quite arbitrary”.32 In this way, it is discontinuity that charac-
terises the list. For the list to really function in terms of canonisation, therefore,
other things are needed as well. When lists show relatively clear principles of
order and are aimed at information retrieval, we usually call them catalogues.
“The items in a catalogue remain heterogeneous (-) but an account of why

28  For the concept of Listenwissenschaft and a proper understanding of it see Hilgert 2009.
For the crucial importance of writing as an instrument of canonisation see Assmann 1992;
Raaflaub 2014 and below.

29  That the Roman emperor, as the highest authority in society, also was the pontifex maxi-
mus is an illustration of this principle.

30  Forself-referentiality as the inevitable result of the relationship between original (canon)
and translator (exegete) in more general terms, see Sluiter 1998.

31 Smith 1982. I thank PhD candidate Suzan van de Velde for bringing this text to my
attention.

32 Smith 1982, 44.
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the items have been brought together can be given, transmitted and learned’,
as Smith formulates it.32 Codes of classification now matter in a strong way.
When the catalogue is seen as a list that is (fundamentally) complete, Smith
argues, we talk about a canon. For a canon, there must be an element of clo-
sure and one of the most important steps in the process of canonisation is
the closing of the canon. At that moment, a distinction is created between
the canonical and the apocryphal. With the creation of that distinction, how-
ever, the tension between continuity and change becomes immediately acute.
Because how are canons kept alive, how can they develop, when they cannot
be changed? Here the exegete, or hermeneut as Smith also calls this person,
comes into play: “an interpreter whose task it is continually to extend the
domain of the closed canon over everything that is known or everything that
exists without altering the canon in the process”34

The exegete has a crucially important function. Not only does he or she
have to mediate the tension between continuity and change, as explained
above. The exegete also has to deal with the tension that exists between the arbi-
trary and the specific. From a limitless horizon of possibilities, only a very small
and, in fact, arbitrary selection makes it into the list or catalogue. Theoretically,
therefore, everything can become canonised — and be used for cultural for-
mation with the intent of becoming a tradition with its cultural identity. This
arbitrary selection, however, is consequently treated as being very specific and
therefore called “chosen’, “holy”, “sublime” or “ultimate” once it has developed
into a canon. Therefore, the canon constantly has to be explained as the canon
by these specialised exegetes. Canons can therefore only function through time
because they are studied and interpreted; something that is called Auslegung.
They need constant interpretation and discussion to mediate the relation
between a changing tradition and an the unchanging canon. Documentation
is crucially important in this respect and canonisation thus results in the for-
mation of Auslegungskulturen through instruments like libraries, school cur-
ricula, museums, et cetera.3> Canons may look stable and unchanging — but
making them look that way thus requires a lot of work through lists, cata-
logues and exegetes.36 We could ask ourselves whether the success of certain

33  Smith 1982, 45.

34  Smith 1982, 48, adding: “It is with the canon and its hermeneut that we encounter the
necessary obsession with exegetical totalization”. Cf. Assmann and Assmann 1987.

35  Assmann 2000, 56; Assmann 2018, 292. These instruments, therefore, will play an impor-
tant role in the analyses of all case studies in the subsequent part of this book.

36  To better understand how the symmetrical relationship between the exegete and the
canon works, it is useful to compare it with (the debate on) ancient commentaries, where
there is a similar mutual dependence between the commentator and his textual model in
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canonisations as enduring cultural traditions is, perhaps, due to their ability to
productively mediate this tension; a point to which I will return below.

4 Canonisation and History

We have seen above that questions of authority and political power loom
behind many interpretations of canonisation not without reason, also in
relation to documentation and the ordering of knowledge.3” It has likewise
become clear, however, that canonisations are to be equally understood as part
of much wider, long-term developments in culture and society.3® Canonisation
is therefore about both the immediacy of political history and the long dura-
tions of cultural evolutions, simultaneously — and I would argue that we can
only properly understand canonisation as cultural formation and innovation
when we integrate both perspectives.3® How then, does canonisation write
history, in the short term and in the long term? To explore this question, I will
briefly elaborate on two fundamental canonisation case studies: the coming
into being of Jewish culture and religion in the 1st millennium BCE and the
making of Christianity. I will do so with brutal brevity, and only on the basis of
the research of two important thinkers about canonisation: Jan Assmann and
Guy Stroumsa.*?

which both profit from one another: the commentator from the text by the social signif-
icance attached to tradition; and the text from the commentator because of its survival;
see Sluiter 1998 and 1999.

37  For the relations between ordering knowledge and cultural formation in the Roman
Empire from this perspective see Kénig and Whitmarsh 2007.

38  Although it is not dealt with in this essay, the notion of antiquarianism is therefore very
much related to canonisation. For antiquarianism see Schnapp et al. 2013 and the two
recent important volumes Anderson and Rojas 2017 as well as Baines et al. 2019.

39  Cf. the contribution by Lardinois to this volume, on the measures that Lycurgus took
around 330 BCE to promote Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides as the great Athenian
tragedians, a status the three still enjoy today. He argues that, in doing so, Lycurgus
strengthened the canonical status that they enjoyed already rather than inventing it. A
comparable line of reasoning can be found in the contribution by Gonzalez to this vol-
ume when he suggests that the 2nd century BCE “canonisation” of the Hebrew Bible was
the result of the authority these texts already had; something that the Maccabees and
Hasmoneans capitalised upon and strengthened rather than invented.

40  For the first see Assmann 1992 Chapter 5; Assmann 2000, Chapter 3, now with Assmann
2015; for the latter see Stroumsa 1999 and Stroumsa 2005. Note that I am not so much con-
cerned here with their historical interpretation and reconstruction per se but with their
method in terms of canonisation. For both canonisation case studies the essays in Van der
Kooij and Van der Toorn 1998 still have a lot to offer.
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Assmann’s analysis of the canonisation of Jewish cultural and religious tra-
ditions during the 1st millennium BCE provides a good example to illustrate
the above-mentioned interplay.#! He sees this process developing as follows.
First there would be a codification of law and kingship, in the homeland, at
the end of the 7th century BCE. This was followed by the Babylonian exile from
the 6th century BCE. The lived tradition of Jewish culture and religion was
no longer a given, in these new circumstances. What “being Jewish” exactly
meant, therefore, now needed to be described and defined, thus marking a
next important step in the canonisation process. The third step was also trig-
gered by an interaction with the foreign: the power of the new Achaemenid
Empire over the Levant. The coming of the Persians, Assmann argues, trig-
gered a top-down codification of what Jewish culture and religion entailed.
The Persians organised knowledge because they needed to know what cul-
tures and religions they were dealing with in their Empire. This brought Jewish
self-definition, such as it had developed in the Babylonian exile, one impor-
tant step further. The fourth step would be the creation of textual communi-
ties around these codifications, as they had developed throughout the ages.
Libraries like those from Qumran and Nag Hammadi as well as exegetes deal-
ing with the interpretation of what now had become an established canon tes-
tify to this. Assmann regards the Jewish condemnation of idolatry as the fifth
and final step. This was a much older feature of Jewish religion for sure, but it
was only in the Hellenistic period that it started to play a defining role in terms
of canonisation. If you do not allow people to make images, Assmann argues,
all symbolic capital that constitutes the canon must end up in a text, as it did.
In terms of textual canonisation, therefore, this is a clever move, as the text
now definitively becomes the text. How central this text subsequently became
for Jewish identity formation is encapsulated by the expression “the people
of the book”#2 With this example, as analysed by Assmann, the immediacy
of political history plays an important and constant role but probably not in
the way we traditionally imagine political power and authority to play out. It
was not the intention of the Babylonians to help the Jews to arrive at a form
of cultural self-definition, nor was it the goal of the Achaemenids to codify
Jewish culture for the Jews. Still, this is what seems to have happened. Jewish
culture and identity, in Assmann’s view, were created through a long process

41 I'summarise Assmann 2000, Chapter 3, entitled “Fiinf Stufen auf dem Wege zum Kanon.
Tradition und Schriftkultur im alten Israel und frithen Judentum”. This is a contested and
much debated issue in which I do not claim any expertise. For more background, recent
bibliography and alternative views see the rich essay by Gonzalez in this volume.

42 See Halbertal 1997.
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of canonisation. It is important to underline that some of the key moments
within that process were determined by agency from outside the own culture
and its “unintended consequences”; a confrontation with the Other and the
impact of that encounter.

This also is the case, and perhaps to an even more extreme degree, with the
formation of Christianity; another major canonisation process from Antiquity.
Following the analysis by Stroumsa, the translation of the Hebrew torah into
Greek as the Septuagint was of crucial importance in this respect.*® This trans-
lation took place in Alexandria in the 3rd century BCE and was probably initi-
ated by Jews and for Jews because knowledge of Hebrew was dwindling. That
initiative, of course, strengthened the status of the torah as canonical book
for Jewish culture and religion at the time.** The Septuagint, however, is also
the text that Christianity would later take as point of departure for building its
own canon. This strategy was not only quite unprecedented but also extremely
high-risk as the start of a canonisation project. Why? In the first place, because
by selecting the Septuagint as its canonic book, it made Christianity base
itself on another, foreign, already existing, Jewish canon. In the second place
because it made Christianity part and parcel of Hellenistic civilisation by
taking a Greek text compiled in the cosmopolis of Alexandria as its founda-
tion. Thus, the birth of Christian culture simultaneously becomes a process
of the canonisation of both Jewish culture as well as the Hellenistic tradition.
Stroumsa calls this “the Christian hermeneutical revolution” and underlines
that it had a double helix: Jerusalem and Athens.*5 This particular choice for
what we could call a double anchoring — a canonisation of the Jewish torah,
on the one hand, and Hellenistic legacy, on the other — would come to define
what we call European culture: the fact that we talk about the Judeo-Christian
and Classical fundaments of Western civilization today still relies on a particu-
lar and remarkable choice of canonisation from two millennia ago.#¢ Through
this particular form of anchoring, the tension between continuity and change,

43 I 'summarize Stroumsa 1999. Again, this is a much contested and debated issue in which
I do not claim any expertise; my interest lies in a better understanding of how (scholars
think) canonisation works as a process. For a version of his essay as published in English:
The Christian hermeneutical revolution and its double helix. In: L.V. Rutgers et al. (eds.).
1998. The use of sacred books in the ancient world. Leiden. 11—28.

44  The picture is, of course, much more complicated, see Gonzalez this volume.

45  With the first he means Jewish culture; with the latter he refers to Graeco-Roman
(Hellenistic) civilization in general.

46  Itseems that for Jews, Christians and Romans alike the final steps in their defining canon-
isation processes (regarding, respectively, the Mischna, the New Testament and the Greek
world) only seem to be taken towards the end of the 2nd century CE; an important point
to which I will return in the conclusion.
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and between the arbitrary and the specific, was probably more acute than with
other canonisation processes, as the Christian canon openly made other tradi-
tions its own, being ostentatiously secondary. A comparable example of such
a double anchoring process might be visible in the 3rd century BCE Roman
decision to build their own literature, identity and culture on Greek models
while that was a very Hellenistic thing to do. Thus, the birth of Roman culture
simultaneously becomes a process of the canonisation of both Greek culture
as well as the Hellenistic traditions of the eastern Mediterranean in particular:
Rome’s double helix consisted of Athens and Alexandria.*

The notion of standing into a secondary relation to the original is charac-
terized as belatedness or Epigonalitit. The fact that this secondary relation
is often considered to be a major problem is probably best encapsulated in
the famous observation by Karl Marx, who adds to the idea of Hegel that all
important events or persons in world history happen twice: “Er hat vergessen
hinzuzufiigen: das eine Mal als groBe Tragiodie, das andre Mal als lumpige
Farce”#8 Christianity was apparently able to overcome this idea of belatedness
and to work against the feeling that the cultural constellation it was creating
would only be a “lumpige Farce”. Its revolutionary character was located in the
fact that it turned the question of belatedness on its head by presenting it as
a defining strength instead of a failure. Christian culture understood itself as
the perfection of its predecessors; by means of repeating, yes, but by doing so
in a superior way and therefore casting aside its predecessors.*® This is how
the Christians were able to present themselves as the verus Israel as opposed
to the Jews.?® The Romans positioned themselves towards (contemporary)
Greeks in a comparable way by stating that Roman civilisation would be the
only real successor to Classical Greece.5! Cartsen Colpe has proposed to char-

47  For a pertaining analysis of “the Roman hermeneutical revolution” in these terms see
Feeney 2016.

48 Marx, K. 1852. Der achtzehnte Brumaire des Louis Bonaparte, here quoted after the 2007
edition edited by H. Brunkhorst, 9. He adds: “Caussidiere fiir Danton, Louis Blanc fiir
Robespierre, die Montagne von 1848-51 fiir die Montagne von 1793—-95, und der Londoner
Konstabler mit dem ersten besten Dutzend Schulden beladener Lieutenants fiir den
kleinen Korporal meit seiner Tafelrunde von Marschillen! Der achtzehnte Brumaire des
Idioten fiir den achzehte Briimaire des Genies!”

49  Inreligious terms, Christianity would be the Endoffenbarung, as Stroumsa 1999, 15.

50  Stroumsa199g,17. Note that Islam used the same strategy to present itself as the perfection
of its Jewish and Christian predecessors; again a form of double anchoring (A. Lardinois,
personal comment).

51 This process of antagonistic differentiation with the past is already in Antiquity known as
aemulatio, cf. Sluiter 1998, 12. It would therefore be most worthwhile to draw Hellenistic
and Romans discussions on the relation between copy and original into the debate.
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acterize this particular way of canon development as secondary canonisation
or “filiation”52 Its essence is that the relationship towards predecessors, the
earlier canons, is not denied but made explicit, yet as “prefiguration”.5® Such
secondary canons thus produce cultural dependency, and with that conscious
parallels. Yet they produce counter-formations at the same time. The new
depends on and is legitimated by the old, while at the same time the new is
presented as innovating and overtaking the old. This interplay enables the
canon to become even more self-referential, as the older exemplum is framed
as already presupposing its successor. This is how the Christians conceptual-
ised the Septuagint. Although it was not an original and even not originally
a translation for or by Christians, the Septuagint indeed functioned as good
and efficacious for them, as the original in Hebrew did for the Jews. Moreover,
this remarkable innovation, by others, allowed Christianity to spread the faith
in Greek; a language spoken by many in the Mediterranean and therefore an
important factor in the rise of the Christian church at the expense of Judaism.>*
Did its secondary character perhaps provide Christianity with more or better
affordances to develop in the long run?

5 Canonisation and Transmission

Looking at canonisation as history maker puts the question of transmission
centre stage.’® The two examples briefly discussed above clearly show that
transmission of the canon is of key importance for its functioning over time.
How to account for successful transmission? Or, to put the question more

There is a similar attitude there to understand eclecticism though models from the past
as something positive or even superior, as summarized by Perry 2005, 149 for works of
art: “Far from being symptomatic of creative failure, then, eclecticism provided the artist
with a strategy for balancing the familiar with the innovative, with the intended result a
work of art uniquely suited to a specific social, cultural or physical context. Eclecticism
allowed the artist both to link with tradition and to carry it further”. In this formulation
eclecticism is a form of anchoring innovation.

52 Colpe1987.

53  For Christians it was thus not necessary to go back to the Jewish original. On the contrary:
what they appropriated as “their” translation (the Septuagint) was made into a conditio
sine qua non for the Endoffenbarung. For how this tension played out and was made fruit-
ful in the relation between ancient texts and their commentators, a comparable case, see
Sluiter 1998 and 1999.

54  Stroumsa 1999, 19—23. Thus far in the ancient world language had been defining for the
sacred character of texts as with religious texts the divine was thought to be in the lan-
guage itself. Christianity changed that.

55  Cf. the important remarks by Woolf, this volume as well as well as Currie and Rutherford
2019.
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concretely, why are some canonisations from Antiquity still with us today as
cultural traditions and many others not?3¢ There appear to be two (extreme)
positions in this debate. On the one hand, one could argue that it is all about
the content of the canon. This is, for instance, how the canonisation of Greek
culture by the Romans has often been interpreted. The content of the canon —
that is: Greek literature, philosophy, art, et cetera — would simply be so supe-
rior that it could not but be appropriated and canonised by those coming into
contact with it. The canonisation of the New Testament was often described
and understood in similar terms of inherent quality — although the exact 27
canonical books were only decided upon around 367 AD. On the basis of what
we have learned about canonisation so far, however, we can probably con-
clude at this point already that this was most likely the image those canons
wanted to convey from the moment they were established — not reality. One
could also take up the opposite position, and argue that canonisation is not so
much about content, but rather about transference through time. As radically
formulated by Guillory: “Canonicity is not a property of the work itself but of
its transmission”5” This would imply that, in fact, everything could potentially
be canonised, and that canonisation is about the medium, not the message.

In order to approach this question, the consideration of texts, and the fact
that canonisation often takes place through texts, play an important role. Texts
are an ideal instrument for canonisation, perhaps even a necessary precondi-
tion in terms of documentation, as we have seen above. Assmann understands
this as follows:58

Da sich das kulturelle Ged4chtnis nicht biologisch vererbt, muss es kul-
turell iiber die Generationenfolge hinweg in Gang gehalten werden.
Das ist eine Frage der Objektivierung, Speicherung, Reaktivierung und
Zirkulation von Sinn. Es liegt auf der Hand, dass in der Geschichte die-
ser Funktionen die Erfindung der Schrift als eines aussergewdhnlich
leistungsfahigen Mediums symbolischer Objektivierung den tiefsten
Einschnitt bedeutet.

Through texts, the possibilities of canonisation processes became much more
extended and refined, at the same time.?® Canonisation, therefore, very much

56  Cf. Boyer199o who speaks about tradition as truth and communication and shows from a
cognitive perspective that having a cultural tradition implies complex processes of acqui-
sition, memorization and social interaction that must be described and explained.

57  Guillory 1993, 494.

58  Assmann 1992, 89.

59  See Raaflaub 2014 but note that Assmann 2000, 53-54 specifies the interplay between
texts and canonisation as follows: “Nicht schon die Verschriftung, sondern erst die
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revolves around technologies of canonisation. Texts are not the only important
instrument however; objects play a similar role. Illustrative of this, for instance,
is the cultural definition of great “masterpieces”: from the Parthenon and the
Venus de Milo, to the paintings by Raphael and Michelangelo, Rembrandt and
Vermeer, et cetera.’% Those are the objects considered to express where “we”
come from and who “we” are. It is through canonisation, that such objects
change from being commodities into objects that are maintained, cherished,
and institutionalised as heritage.6! Where institutions like libraries are there-
fore of crucial importance as canon-makers for texts; museums fulfil the same
function for objects.52 As a result, such institutions are peopled with canonical
exegetes. Both texts and objects thus play key roles in the successful transmis-
sion of the canon and its persistence over time. As lists and catalogues and
together with the exegete, they mediate the arbitrary — all that is available
in the world — and the specific — that what is in the canon. In doing so, they
closely monitor change and continuity in a balanced relation with each other.

6 Anchoring Innovation

Underlining the immediacy of political history, 