
‘No man sees what things are, that knows what they ought to 

be’ (Gombrich, 1996:10) 

The catchy title of Sean Hall’s guide to semiotics proclaims, ‘this means this, this 

means that’ (Hall, 2016). In this short essay I consider the elusiveness of the actual 

when signifiers and the signified dance through the mind. As an example, I use my 

own initial ideas for a major photography project focussing on the 29 ¼ miles of 

canal between Skipton and Leeds. 

It is not easy to look inside the mechanics of one’s own thoughts; how sense is made 

of experience and meanings are formed. Or as Ernst Gombrich remarks when 

discussing the psychology of perception, ‘we cannot, strictly speaking, watch 

ourselves having an illusion’ (Gombrich, 1996:5). My own work began with the idea 

walking the route along a canal, making environmental portraits and show a place 

shaped by man; influenced by Alec Soth’s Sleeping by the Mississippi. However, the 

idea was ill conceived by my own reading of signs.  ‘All experience is mediated by 

signs, and communication depends upon them’, suggests Daniel Chandler 

(Chandler, 2017: loc271). Pivotal to the communication is the existing knowledge 

and experience of the viewer, what Gombrich calls ‘the beholder’s share’ (Gombrich, 

1996:155). Creators of images that code the phenomenal world for beholders are 

also themselves beholders of influencer-signs while they are making.  

The word ‘canal’ is a linguistic sign.  However, unlike Roland Barthes’ Panzani in his 

essay Rhetoric of the Image (Barthes, 1977:33) and its ‘Italianicity’, ‘canal’ floats 

across cultures and experiences as a category of waterways. Words are symbolic 

signs, ‘not based on resemblance or direct connections to physical reality’ (Chandler, 



2017: loc1018). As the beholder-creator, I projected a meaning onto the word ‘canal’ 

based on my own experiences and arrived at a preconception of a specific canal. 

 

 

Fig. 1 Amsterdam canal, 2006 © Andrew Fitzgibbon. 

 

Simon Jenkins observes the limited experience Britons have of their native 

landscape; ‘they travel along narrow corridors and travel extensively only on the 

Continent’ (Jenkins, 2002:106). My own meaning of the ‘canal’ was based on 

significant periods of time spent in Amsterdam (Fig 1.) and St Petersburg (Fig 2.), 

unencumbered by a car and with time to roam. The canal was a place where I felt 

certain to find urban landscape and people. But was to later find uncertainty through 

‘the confusion of the representation with the represented’. (Chandler, 2017: loc1838) 



 

Fig. 2 St Petersburg canal, 2017. © Andrew Fitzgibbon. 

 

A syntagm or chain of signs combines to form and reinforce meaning. In the case of 

the canal there were two other signs that shaped my pre-reading of the canal before 

I had walked it. The first was the publicity materials of the Canal and Rivers Trust 

(The Waterways Archive | Canal & River Trust, s.d.) and the second the ubiquitous 

historical archives. 

The Canal and Rivers Trust (the trust) was established in 2012 as a charity with 

responsibility for maintaining and promoting the use of canals and waterways. The 

trust produces images to attract the users to the water, and funding and volunteers 

to sustain the waterways. They are publicity images. As John Berger observes, ‘one 

may remember or forget these ... but one takes them in, and ... they stimulate the 

imagination by way of either memory or expectation.’ (Berger et al., 2008:129). The 

trust’s images represent the canal as a lively place enjoyed by a mix of ethnic 

groups. 



 

Fig. 3 Publicity image. Source: Canal and Rivers Trust 

 

Approximately 86% of adults in England believe it is important to preserve the 

country’s industrial heritage (England, s.d.). This interest spawns books of historical 

images, one of which is Dr Gary Firth’s The Leeds and Liverpool Canal in Yorkshire 

(Firth, 2011). The book includes an archive of over 200 images of the canal. The 

interplay between the archive and memory is considered by David Bate in his article 

The Memory of Photography (Bate, 2010), which considers the ‘relation of memory 

and history’. Bate observes that if photography is considered ‘a “prosthetic” device 

for the support of human memory (as did Freud), then it has an impact ‘on human 

memory and the cultures that use it’ (ibid). In my own reading of the canal, I suspect 

the pervasiveness of archive images persuaded me that I might find more than just a 

trace of what once was in the present. 



 

Fig. 4 Coal barge. Source: Craven Herald. 

 

The actuality of the canal, the specific canal between Skipton and Leeds is different 

to the meaning I constructed from the signs of my experience. It was built as an 

industrial era ‘motorway’ for commercial transportation materials and goods, using 

the lowest cost land on the margins of towns and cities (Clarke, 2016). It belongs to 

a past era and is longer populous and active.  

Fenced-in housing has been built and is being built along the banks of the canal, 

mostly unimaginatively designed to what appears to be a standard template (Fig 6.). 

The housing stands in contrast to solidity of converted and or disused industrial 

buildings (Fig 7.). There is the occasional boat repair yard (fig 5) to service leisure 

boats. 

 



 

Fig. 5 Dry dock, near Skipton, 2019. © Andrew Fitzgibbon 

 

 

Fig. 6 Recently built homes, 2019 © Andrew Fitzgibbon 

 



 

Fig. 7 Disused warehouse, 2019. © Andrew Fitzgibbon 

 

 

Fig. 8 Edgelands of Leeds, 2019. © Andrew Fitzgibbon. 

 

There is a sense of stillness along the canal, disturbed only by the occasional slow 

boat, jogger or cyclist. The still waters reflect the remains of the past, the edgelands 



(Fig 8.), the bland modern housing, the pastoral and the industrial (Fig 9.).The 

reflections are as aesthetically agnostic as images made by a camera. In stark 

contrast to man; as Gombrich observed, ‘no man sees what things are, that knows 

what they ought to be’ (Gombrich, 1996:10) 

 

Fig. 9 The pastoral and industrial, 2019. © Andrew Fitzgibbon 

 

A tool of post-modernist thought has allowed me to deconstruct my 

misunderstanding, and closes the introduction phase of my major project. In 

upcoming work, I will examine the idea of a contemplative space and reflections of 

both mind and water. Turning away from preconceptions towards the psychology of 

perception and the practice of mindfulness. I may yet find people for portraits living 

on the edges who are drawn to the canal as a contemplative space. But I don’t know. 
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