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“And it all began one day when he came into his office and decided that…”: 
relating genealogically the narrative of narrative structure in narratives of 
great leadership in arts and culture.  
 
In arts and culture great leadership is embodied in personalities such as Mr. Jensen, Mr. 

Tate and Mr. Hinault, Mr. Krens, Mr. Serota and Mr. Loyrette. As pointed out by Hewison 

(2006:14):  

In the cultural sector until very recently, Leadership was thought of as 
something that emerged spontaneously, as part of the job. After all, there has 
been no shortage of charismatic and creative people, from Diaghilev to Sir 
Peter hall, who have stamped their personalities on arts organizations.  

 

The narratives of great leadership in the arts and culture relate how bad or non-existing 

things were upon the arrival of the new leadership, how this leadership thanks charisma, 

vision and talent succeeded in changing the situation in spite of all odds, and how these 

tremendous efforts in the end resulted in the most admirable achievements. In gratitude of 

these admirable achievements, the great leaders are usually cut in marble, painted in oil or 

cast in bronze by their followers, and their likeness will forever ornament the foyers of 

theaters, opera houses, museums, galleries, libraries, concert halls etc. Thus, the narrative 

of great leadership in the arts and culture has for centuries been about unique, outstanding 

individuals who have shaped their worlds according to their own minds.  

 

In the narrative of great leadership in the arts and culture we recognize the 

‘masternarrative of possessive individualism’ (Steyaert, 2007:734) which ascribes the 

success of leaders to their inborn traits (Gardner, 1995), their charisma (Conger & 

Kanungo, 1998), their visions (Bass, 1985). This narrative arguably has taken on canonicity 

(Bruner, 1990:80), and therefore functions as a model into which narratives of great 



leadership must be fitted to be ‘ratified’ (Gergen, Gergen & Barrett, 2004) as great 

leadership. The canonical narrative of great leadership tends to follow a certain structure 

usually ordering a beginning, a middle and an end in a chronologically progressive manner 

with a protagonist moving through the events in accordance with a plot following the 

lonely but strong pattern.  This narrative structure has been known in the Western world 

since 450 B.C. (introduced by Aristotle in his Poetics, of which parts have survived in 

transcriptions), and endless studies of leadership, leadership biographies, TV-series etc.  

have been modelled accordingly. In more recent times, more efforts have been made in 

terms of defining ideal structure and properties of narratives, most prominently Burke 

(1945) in theater, Bakhtin (1986) in novels, Ricoeur (1984, 1985, 1988) in identity, and 

Propp (1958) in folklore.  

 

Since narratives were introduced in the 1990s by authors such as Czarniawska (1997, 

2004, 2008) and Boje (2001) as a means to investigate into and understand organizations, 

management and leadership, discussions have been equally intense in terms of how to 

define this new tool available to these new fields of study. Attempts to define narrative 

structure in these fields range from entitatively, structurally and normatively informed 

ones (e.g. Gabriel, 2000) on one side to relationally informed ones (e.g. Gubrium & 

Holstein, 2009) on the other. In this paper, however, I want to discuss how specific 

narrative structures are active in producing specific understandings of leadership. More 

specifically, I want to focus on how the classical narrative structure of the canonical 

narrative of great leadership in arts and culture is producing a self-fulfilling prophecy 

which in turn has become the commonly acknowledged one. By relating genealogically 

(Hjorth, 2004:223, Foucault, 1977:142, Friis Møller, 2012:64) the narrative of narrative 

structure has come into being I aim to suggest that the commonly acknowledged narrative 

structure is indeed productive in shaping dominant understandings of leadership in the 

arts and culture. To produce different understandings of leadership one must therefore 

adopt different definitions of narrative structure.  
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