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The Narrative Potential of Album Covers
Robert J. Belton
Abstract
In Popular Music Studies there appears to be a conceptual divide between the aesthetics of videos
and those of album covers because the former move in time and the latter do not. One of the
consequences of this separation is that music video studies tend to take inspiration from film and media
studies whereas album cover studies tend to derive ideas and methods from art history. This paper asks
if this isn’t a missed opportunity. It argues that album covers can and do exist in time, and it offers a
type of analysis that shows how still and moving images both integrate with music to create a modal
hybrid that is greater than simply the sum of their parts. One can, for example, profitably deploy
narrative analysis to understand still images. Similarly, one can deploy art historical methods to assess
music videos.

There is a conceptual divide between the
aesthetics of album covers and those of videos
because the latter move in time, while the
former do not. This paper argues that album
covers do exist in time, because they, too, are in
semiotic coordination with music, producing
opportunities for multimodal analyses. I
conclude with some remarks about the
opposite—that music videos might also be
profitably assessed from the point of view of still
pictures.
Are still pictures of any sort narratives?
Klaus Speidel tells us that the answer to that
question has been “No” since at least 1766, when
G. E. Lessing reasoned that a picture creates
space, and its presentation of the elements of a
scene is simultaneous (Speidel). Lessing would
have been thinking of a typical Renaissance
artist’s mastery of linear perspective, as in
Perugino’s Delivery of the Keys to St Peter (148182), where converging orthogonals create a
mathematical expanse that determines the
proportions of things at various distances from
the viewer. A similar device can be found in
many album covers, like Genesis’s Nursery Cryme
(1971), where it is handmade 1; The Beatles’ Abbey
Road (1969), where it is a property of a 50mm
camera lens2; and Soul Generation’s Beyond
Body and Soul (1972), where it is a visual pun
1

See http://www.soundstation.dk/images/products/large/76/130276b.jpg for the outside and http://magar57.altervista.org/wpcontent/uploads/2013/08/2.jpg for the inside.
2
Abbey Road; see http://d817ypd61vbww.cloudfront.net/sites/
default/files/styles/media_responsive_widest/public/tile/image/Abb
eyRoad.jpg?itok=BgfH98zh

www.journalonarts.org

switching vertical recession to a horizontal
plane 3. In contrast to mere depictions of objects
and spatial relations, Lessing argued that poetry
necessarily exists in time as the result of the
consecutive presentation of elements. He
concluded that pictures only represent things,
while texts can describe actions and therefore
narratives (Lessing 101).
But is it the case that these album covers
are actionless? Aren’t the Beatles striding over a
zebra crossing, while a curious onlooker, Paul
Cole, turns on the right to see what is happening
(DeYoung)? Isn’t the girl on the front of the
Genesis gatefold playing croquet? Aren’t these at
least glimpses of action and therefore potential
narratives?
Well, no—if we believe almost all
subsequent theorists after Lessing. They argue
that single pictures can’t be narratives but can at
best induce them by inspiring commentators to
develop stories through a kind of hyperactive
imagination (Leitch 40). Consequently, I would
imagine they would say that any kind of story
precipitated by an album cover is something that
exists outside the picture. In this way, they
would surmise, the interpretation of an album
cover is something akin to a Rorschach test
(Dieterle 135).
In an era in which we understand (a) the
intertextuality of multiple media and (b) texts in
a Barthesian way as open instead of closed,
determinate works, this line of thinking seems
3

http://a2.mzstatic.com/us/r30/Music6/v4/2b/bc/b4/2bbcb4ef-d4b1ad3e-5416-52cb4b539974/4538182380673_cov.1200x1200-75.jpg
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weirdly passé. On the upside, theorists say
pictures stimulate narration as a consequence of
presenting a series of still images (Wolf 96). This
is clearly an allusion to the types of closure
created by sequential art forms like comic books
(Duncan and Smith 316). An early artwork that
uses separate frames in a similar manner is
Gentile da Fabriano’s Adoration of the Magi4.
Along the bottom are small predella panels that
depict episodes from the story of Christ’s
childhood: the Nativity, the Flight into Egypt and
the Presentation at the Temple.
A similar theory is at work in Robert
Crumb’s design for the cover of Cheap Thrills 5 by
Big Brother and the Holding Company, in which a
stylized Janis Joplin appears three times. These
images were intended to relate a story about the
band in the manner of traditional liner notes on
the back of the album, but Joplin, who was a fan
of underground comics and Crumb in particular,
demanded that this be the cover (Sullivan).
The Adoration of the Magi also features a
practice that art historians call “continuous
narrative,” in which a single locale hosts multiple
episodes of an unmistakable story: The main
image features the Magi in the distance at the
top left, en route in the central background, and
at the birthplace in the central foreground. Such
stories of course, are anchored to a paratext, a
separate text that serves to disambiguate the
imagery (Genette 5).
In Masaccio’s Tribute
Money 6, for instance, we find that the Gospel of
Matthew in the New Testament makes sense of a
single scene in which a taxman at the centre
demands money of Christ, who in turn directs
Peter to retrieve the money from the mouth of a
fish, which Peter then delivers to the same
taxman at the right.
The main objection that an image is not a
true narrative depends upon the idea that it is
presented all at once (Chatman 118). This is not a
convincing differentiator, because the words on
a page are also all presented simultaneously,
but time is required for the eyes to trace across
and interpret them (Inhoff et al.). Perceiving
pictures takes time—something theorized by
scholars like Whitney Davis and easily
demonstrated empirically with eye-tracking
devices (Belton & Kersten). Some pictures
4

1423; see http://media-2.web.britannica.com/eb-media/69/43569004-1A6A34C7.jpg
5
1968;
see
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/9/9e/
Cheapthrills.jpeg
6
1425;
see
https://classconnection.s3.amazonaws.com/917/
flashcards/1702917/jpg/21181346808522555.jpg
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deliberately exploit this to create narrative-like
effects. A case in point is this 16th-century
landscape, once attributed to Brueghel, in which
one notices crucial details in a sequence that
generates a natural story and meaning effect
(Altman 213). Speidel writes,
A painting…shows a landscape with a
shepherd, some sheep, a farmer plowing, a
fisherman fishing and a large ship in the
ocean. Only if we contemplate the picture
for long enough do we discover two legs
somewhere in the sea and realize that the
picture tells a story…. What seemed to be
an idyllic landscape becomes a scene of
death by drowning. The other figures
depicted as simply minding their own
business may suddenly seem to be acting
inappropriately…. [W]e may also discover a
… corpse in the bushes.… [W]e suddenly
find ourselves in the same cognitive
position as the other persons in the picture.
This painting has often been related to the
Dutch saying “No plough stands still
because a man dies….” The saying is both
illustrated and performed by each new
viewer in her viewing process….
We find a similar process at work in the
album cover accompanying Pink Floyd’s 1969
release Ummagumma 7. At first glance, we see a
conventional portrait of the band at rest. On the
right side we see David Gilmour seated in a chair,
Roger Waters seated on the floor just behind
him, Nick Mason standing in the middleground,
and Richard Wright performing a leg lift in the
background. Then we notice that the left side of
the picture contains a copy of the whole image,
as in the so-called “Droste effect” or mise en
abyme of art history and film studies. But here
the recursive appearance within the image of a
smaller replica of itself is different in that the
image on the wall rotates the membership of the
band clockwise: Waters-seated-chair, Masonseated-ground, Wright-standing, Gilmour-leg lift.
The image within that image rotates them again:
Mason-seated-chair,
Wright-seated-ground,
Gilmour-standing, Waters-leg lift. The iterations
continue but become increasingly indistinct.
The cover’s designer, Storm Thorgerson,
explains that the soundtrack for the 1958 film
musical Gigi was placed in the left foreground as
an ironic red herring to generate debate and
7

see http://media.feedfloyd.com/post/thumb-2/5bcd3cef70749c5b
efd61b12a34d9e64ac72e669.jpg
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underline the difference between mainstream
popular
entertainment
and
the
more
experimental music on the album. It’s also
unclear that the image relates to the music in
any direct way, although the track entitled
“Several Species of Small Furry Animals
Gathered Together in a Cave and Grooving with a
Pict” exhibits experimental musique concrète
passages that repeat with permutations. The
waiflike voices are also hinted at on the inside of
the gatefold, where guitarist Gilmour poses
against a well-known “elfin” tree in Kensington.
The cover produces a kind of intellectual game
that is itself a signifier of membership in a
particular kind of social formation.
Appealing to the in-crowd is a widespread
practice in album cover design, ranging from
experiments in legibility—for example, from
Richard Hamilton’s design for the Beatles’ album
The Beatles 8 to Trevor Jackson’s cover for
Soulwax’s Any Minute Now 9—to what I’ll call
semiotic
“in-crowd
mind-games”
like
Ummagumma. A striking example of the latter in
a completely different style is Peter Saville’s
design for New Order’s Power, Corruption &
Lies 10, which fuses a nineteenth century flower
painting with what looks like a printer’s colour
proof swatch but which is actually an
alphanumeric code spelling out the catalogue
number, FACT 75. The code itself is presented
elsewhere in the manner of a 1980s floppy disk,
indicating the band’s predominantly synth-pop
style. “In this way,” writes design historian
Patrick Cramsie, “Saville tapped into the same
sort of feeling of knowingness and exclusivity
among the band’s fans that the designers of the
psychedelic poster had earlier exploited with
their barely legible lettering …, creating [what
journalist John Pareles called] ‘a mass produced
secret’” for an in-crowd (Cramsie 308).
Santana’s first album 11, also reveals much
about the mindset of his cultural clientele, the
expectations of record buyers in the late 1960s,
and the climate in which the record was made.
Lee Conklin’s cover exploits the psychology of
multistable perception by inventing ambiguous
or alternating features deriving ultimately from
test images like the famous Necker cube, first
8

1968, a.k.a the white album; http://atbishopsgate.com/wpcontent/uploads/2015/08/ArticleSharedImage-13491.jpg
9
2004; see http://images.junostatic.com/full/CS1368548-02A-BIG.jpg
10

1983; http://images.rapgenius.com/320b315f4abf6615ed05411bcd56d
197.1000x999x1.png
11
1969; https://freecritique.files.wordpress.com/2013/07/santanasantana.png

described in 1832. This phenomenon involves a
constant sensory stimulation that stimulates
inconstant perceptual reversals. Through a kind
of mental effort, one can reorient the cube so
that it appears to “open” on the front or even
the right side. The relevant detail is that the
effects are sequential, and one does not see
them all at once (Kornmeier, Jürgen & Bach 955).
Fast-forward to 1933 and Salvador Dalí’s first
attempts to create multiple images in a single
picture, as in his famous Slave Market with the
Disappearing Bust of Voltaire 12. Fast-forward
again to 1969, by which point the impact of
Surrealism on posters and album covers of the
psychedelic rock era is very well established.
Like the music, the album cover requires time to
experience, with a lion’s face morphing into an
African maiden in a grass skirt, a sequence of
faces, and a tiny figure standing just below the
uppermost face at the top.
The imagery doesn’t really articulate the
album’s contents. The lyrics are pedestrian love
songs with lines like “I'm on the pier, I'm waiting
for my baby,” and the music is a blend of jam
rock and covers of jazz tunes modified by a taste
for Latin percussion. Were it not for a recasting
of Babatunde Olatunji’s song “Jingo” as “Jingo
Rock,” there would be no African connection to
the cover at all. So the cover does not “illustrate”
the recording, but it does create a
supplementary
experience
of
sensory
disorientation for the purpose of creating a
sense of social belonging.
The use of album covers to generate a
sense of belonging takes a wide variety of forms,
some unlike Ummagumma. For instance, Ian
Chapman analyzes the cover of Kiss: Alive!13
according to art historical principles developed
by Erwin Panofsky and others in the midtwentieth century, concluding that the packaging
depicted “glam-metal” well before the invention
of the term by conflating the signifiers of glam
rock and heavy metal. He then explains that the
image appealed to him personally because of its
iconographical ambiguity, which “afforded the
opportunity for personal readings en masse”
(Chapman 142). It is, in other words, a Barthesian
text (Barthes 155-164), but its ambiguity is
different in character from that of, say,
12

1940; http://art-dali.com/image/artworks/430%20Slave%20 Market
%20with%20the%20Disappearing%20Bust%20of%20Voltaire%201940
.jpg
13
http://cps-static.rovicorp.com/3/JPG_400/MI0002/319/MI0002319
783.jpg?partner=allrovi.com
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Ummagumma. Chapman does not link the album
cover in any specific way to the music on the
album, so the only temporal narrative is a matter
of viewer engagement and response through
subcultural identification. He theorizes that this
is frequently how semiotic codes in album
covers associate to create depictions of class,
gender, performativity, race, sexuality, and social
belonging, a process predictable and stable
enough that it can be simulated in computer
vision for the purpose of identifying musical
genres (Jānis Lībeks & Douglas Turnbull).
Andrew Goodwin (86-89) once argued that
music videos can be categorized as illustrations
(where images echo the lyrics), amplifications
(where images supplement the meaning of lyrics
so as to create a greater whole), or disjunctures
(where images and lyrics have nothing to do with
each other). Some album covers can also be so
understood, although I’d like to make the case
for several nuances to be added to the
taxonomy. Goodwin’s notion of illustration, for
example, is articulated in Nursery Cryme in more
than one way. At the far left of the cover image,
painted by Paul Whitehead, we can just make
out a tiny figure standing on the ledge beneath a
semicircular window while a figure ascends a
ladder nearby. This illustrates the song “Harold
the Barrel,” which concerns a suicidal
restaurateur standing on a window ledge while
onlookers cry out, “Come off the ledge / if your
father were alive he'd be very, very, very upset. /
Just can't jump, you just can't jump.” Here the
lyrics and the image work together multimodally
to create an impression, but does the music
itself add another level? Yes, says an anonymous
contributor to Wikipedia, who feels that the
extended fading out at the end of the song, after
the word “jump,” symbolises Harold's leap to his
death (Wikipedia).
Other, more prominent parts of the album
cover illustrate not just the lyrics but also the
back-stories inspiring the songs. “The Musical
Box,” for instance, was inspired by a fairy story
invented by singer Peter Gabriel—seen in a faux
Victorian scrapbook inside the gatefold—in
which a young girl, Cynthia Jane De BlaiseWilliam, beheads Henry Hamilton-Smythe while
playing croquet. The ball, we now realize, is the
rolling head of her victim. The song also
criticizes a nurse because she “will tell you lies
of a kingdom beyond the skies,” and who
appears on the cover in the form of a nanny
carrying a punishing whip and arriving on retroroller-blades. But the lyrics as performed in the
6

song do not use the back-story itself, so we see
that we need more subcategories of illustration
to capture the difference between a cover
illustrating specific lyrics and one illustrating a
Genettian paratext. We also need a subcategory
to distinguish genre attributions that are specific
to the music (as opposed to the lyrics) from
others that are more about the circumstances of
production and reception. For instance,
Chapman’s take on Kiss: Alive! is basically about
deciding what genre the music is and how it’s
visualized, yet it is still a species of illustration
without actually “illustrating” anything in the
lyrics.
Goodwin’s concept of amplification might
well be applied to the cover of N.W.A’s Straight
Outta Compton 14, designed by Helane Freeman
and photographed by Eric Poppleton. It exploits
a low camera angle called a “beat-down” shot, in
which several young men look down menacingly
(Johnson). The image doesn't directly illustrate
any of the songs, but it expands upon the tone of
several of them. For instance, “Gangsta Gangsta”
includes the phrase, “My man Dre'll fuck you up
in a minute / With a right left, right left you're
toothless / And then you say goddamn they
ruthless!” The use of the second-person voice in
the lyrics is equivalent to the subjective point of
view in the shot. Here we encounter a type of
emergent metaphor in a syntagmatic axis.
Nicholas
Cook—whose
own
version
of
illustration, amplification and disjuncture is
rendered as conformance, complementation and
contest (Cook 98-106)—writes of CD jewel case
design, “the very fact of juxtaposing image and
music has the effect of drawing attention to the
properties that they share, and in this way
constructing a new experience of each; the
interpretation is in this sense emergent” (Cook
73). The metaphor is that listening to the radical
opinions expressed on the album is like being
knocked down by the truth. It is syntagmatic
because it is expressed consecutively.
We need a similarly nuanced approach to
the
category
of
amplification
(or
complementation). Jethro Tull’s Thick As a Brick 15
is a case in point. Intended to be a parody of
concept albums (Nollen 81), TAAB is an extended
song cycle based on lyrics written by a fictitious
eight-year-old prodigy named Gerald Bostock.
Encompassing a wide variety of musical genres
14

1988; http://hiphop-n-more.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08
/straight-outta-compton-album.jpg
15
1972; http://pxhst.co/avaxhome/ef/78/002478ef_medium.jpeg
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and themes in different tempos, time signatures,
textures and timbres, the album’s progressive
rock richness and diversity is articulated and
expanded in Roy Eldridge’s cover design, which
takes the form of an entire small-town
newspaper. This astonishing supplement, which
singer Ian Anderson said took longer to create
than the music (Rees 49), satirizes the homespun
style of articles and advertising in local English
broadsheets. The cover story outlines the poetic
disgrace of the fictional Bostock, who was
disqualified from a poetry contest for vulgar and
offensive passages like “Your sperm's in the
gutter, your love's in the sink.” Other parts of the
paper reproduce the entire poem (that is, all the
lyrics), various absurd jokes (one of which
concerns an “experimental non-rabbit”), a
children’s puzzle, and even a negative review of
the music. These elements complement each
other to create an immense, intertextual parody
in a syntagmatic axis.
Disjuncture (or contest) can also be further
subcategorized. The cover of Beck’s Odelay 16 is a
photograph of a leaping Komondor, a dog with a
coat heavily corded like dreadlocks. When asked
why he used it, Beck replied, “He looked like a
bundle of flying udon noodles attempting to
leap over a hurdle. I couldn’t stop laughing. Plus
the deadline for the cover was a day away”
(Martell 44). Designer Robert Fisher merely
added the oddly retro font. But this disjuncture,
which was very much a happy accident driven by
corporate necessity, is very different from that in
the notorious original cover of the Beatles’
Yesterday and Today 17. That was an excerpt from
a never-finished conceptual photo series by
Robert Whitaker entitled “A Somnambulant
Adventure,” which Paul McCartney, at least, saw
as a commentary on the Vietnam War (Gaffney).
There are, therefore, both “arbitrary” and
“motivated” subcategories of disjuncture.
There is plenty of room for the
consideration of album covers as narratively
connected to music in a variety of ways. The only
real difference between album covers and music
videos is that the former typically speak to
collections of songs while the latter links to a
single song. (A further research topic might
fruitfully investigate how packaging for 45 RPM
singles bridge this gap.) While the formal

analysis of videos will necessarily involve
different approaches to, say, editing and camera
movement (Vernallis xi-xiii), I feel that narrative
can function in both domains, just as
interactivity is beginning to do.
I suggested at the beginning that music
videos might also be profitably assessed from
the point of view of still pictures. I don’t have the
time to explore this in depth here, but I will offer
two quick examples. One is rather obvious: the
kind of video that basically is a still picture—or
that at least changes so little that no significant
inflection of meaning accumulates. Here,
D’Angelo’s Untitled (How Does It Feel) 18, directed
by Paul Hunter and Dominique Trenier, is
essentially one shot that explores much of the
singer’s body in a highly suggestive way. Hunter
said, “We made this for the women. The idea
was, it would feel like he was one-on-one with
whoever the woman was” (Peisner). Although
less sexual, Miles Davis’s Tutu 19 exhibits a similar
intimacy. Interestingly enough, it was also a
collaboration between male and female artists,
in this case designer Eiko Ishioka (who won a
Grammy for best album package) and
photographer Irving Penn (Gallafent).
A second category would be music videos
that deliberately exploit intertexts drawn from
art history and visual culture, as in Tarsem
Singh’s video for R.E.M.’s Losing My Religion 20—
which explicitly alludes to Caravaggio’s The
Incredulity of Saint Thomas 21 (Buckley 206-07)—
or Catherine Wheel’s Crank 22, which alludes to all
sorts of Christian iconography, including, for
instance, Byzantine icons.
In conclusion, I feel that album covers, like
music videos, can indeed produce narratives as
emergent properties of various types of
intertextual relationships. To capture them, we
need more nuanced theoretical approaches, like
illustration of lyric vis-à-vis illustration of music
vis-à-vis illustration of context, or amplification
through hypotextual supplementarity, or
arbitrary
disjuncture
vis-à-vis
motivated
disjuncture, and so on. Clearly, we have much to
talk about.

16

20

1996; http://assets.rollingstone.com/assets/images/list/ 3e56f66b
22b00a08250fa20b1f00c11b66020fbf.jpg
17
1966;
http://s3.birthmoviesdeath.com/images/made/beatlesyesterday-today-butcher1_1200_1200_81_s.jpg

18

2000; http://www.vevo.com/watch/dangelo/untitled-(how-does-itfeel)/USVI30500120
19
1986; http://ecx.images-amazon.com/images/I/51Ej-Za2DzL.jpg
21

1991; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xwtdhWltSIg

1601-02; http://caravaggioprints.com/Incredulity%20of%20St%20
Thomas%20Caravaggio%20Print.jpg
22
1993; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoEav9mAB3U
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Mário Pedrosa,
debate between International informalism
versus Latin American constructivism (1950-1965)
Marcelo Mari
Abstract
In 1959 and 1960, during the inauguration of Brasília, Brazil, various initiatives were taken to
discuss the meaning and impact of Brazilian constructive art in the world. This was a period when Brazil
seemed to offer an alternative to Abstract Expressionism and subjectivist tendencies of international
contemporary art, under New York increasing influence rather than Paris. The initiatives which
accompanied the advertising of the construction of Brasilia abroad were the realization of the
extraordinary Congress of AICA in Brazil to discuss the founding of the new Capital and the organization
of an exhibition with the Museum of Modern art of Rio de Janeiro (MAM-RJ) contemporary art collection.
It was the first time that, after World War II, an exhibition of Brazilian artists took place in Europe. After
having passed through Vienna and Munich, in Leverkusen, the exhibition named ‘Brasilianische kunst
der gegenwart’, occurred in the Museum Schloss Morsbroich between November 27, 1959 and January 10,
1960. The debate between Brazilian art critic Mário Pedrosa and the European critics happened because
the Brazilian exhibition was received with surprise.
Keywords: Mário Pedrosa, Latin American constructivism, Informalism, art criticism.

Mário Pedrosa’s writings highlighted the
revolutionary importance of the aesthetic
dimension in constructive art. If the proximity
between art and mass production seemed to
fulfill democratic and socialist aspirations in the
modern world, the aesthetic dimension was
capable of offering the amplitude of social
transformation that was being processed to the
future. In this sphere happened the
confrontation
between
Pedrosa
and
international art critics. Although Pedrosa had
always in mind the final process of synthesis
between art and social revolution, he changed
his position. This derived not from his deliberate
withdrawal from political world in order to
devote exclusively to his role as an art critic, but
from a necessary adjustment to connect art with
politics in another way, so that the prospects for
the artistic field might be achieved.
The development of a constructive
tendency in Brazilian art was possible because of
the reassurance of a profound will of
organization and planning – of which Mário
Pedrosa addresses in many of his articles –
against the subjectivists tendencies of
‘retrograde character’ (Amaral, 1977, p. 80),
www.journalonarts.org

between them, Magic Realism, Dada and
Surrealism. The eminent quality of Modern art as
‘a desire of order’ appears in substitution to the
objective world, expressed in the relation
between work of art - nature, by a new
relationship based on the mental structure of
the image as basic characteristic of the
constructive tendency.
Brazilian art pretended to affirm its utopic
quality, therefore optimistic, in search of a social
transformation and the construction of a new
country. This was the goal of cultural affirmation
and complete entrance of the country into
Modernity, sometimes misunderstood by the
international art critics of that time (Fritz Nemitz,
Marianne Pich, for example) that considered
geometric abstraction a thing from the past and
expected the art of a tropical country to be an
illustration of what the best we had, our natural
exuberance, our “macaws and exotic landscape”,
said Pedrosa:
“None, however, never stopped to inquire
the cause of this paradox of modern art in
Brazil. Mr. Lampe did it: 'Most impressive,
even for viewers who, as the author of these
comments, move away from geometric
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constructions, whose authors dominate this
exhibition.' (...) "And the visitor, before this
fact, sees himself compelled to formulate
the following question: how can such a
tendency to grow to dominate the artistic
production of a people living a subtropical
environment, where the nature of threat
(...)’”. (Pedrosa, 1998, p. 318)
Mário Pedrosa saw in a well-conducted Jorg
Lampe critic, about the Brazilian artists
exhibition in Vienna in 1959, a discernment of
the context of art in our country that lacked the
majority of the international critic. In the
exhibition was evident the cohesive character of
artists and their filiation to geometric
abstraction, consolidated in Brazil and Latin
America in the 1950’s. The persistence of the
constructive tendency in Brazilian art caused
discomfort to the international critic, except to
Jorg Lampe that knew how to see in the
constructive tendency of Modrian’s orthogonal
lines, that cannot be found in nature, a
‘profound will’ of Brazilian art and not only the
result of a ‘calculated formalism’, reason why the
reference and parallelism to Brazilian modern
architecture could not be avoided. This Brazilian
artists’ enterprise was part of an attempt to
build a new country.
The profound will of construction
mentioned is product of a singular moment in
Brazil or in Mário Pedrosa’s words the result of
its own cultural dialectic:
“This change (in Brazilian art) is translated
into an imperative need to oppose to the
supposedly
national
tradition
of
accommodation to the existing, to
conformism, to romanticism with visible
paternalistic features (…) in social relations
(…). This adds up to enormous and
continuous pressure of untamed tropical
nature that is accomplice with the
conservation of social misery that the large
properties and the international capitalism
unceasingly produce.” (Pedrosa, 1986, p.
291)
Pedrosa relied on the emancipatory aspects
of art that approximated to mass production. Art
and Labor Society identified themselves to each
other. We begin from the consideration that it
was not about a particular reality from the
tropics, the necessity of Brazil social and
economic
development,
but
a
critical

12

intervention over the synthesis between Art and
Labor Society in a worldwide dimension.
From mid-1940’s and during 1950’s decades,
Pedrosa’s writings emphasized the revolutionary
importance of the aesthetic dimension. If the
resumption between art and mass production
fulfilled democratic and socializing aspirations
of the modern world, the aesthetic dimension
was able to offer significance and the proper
extent of the processing social transformation.
Since Constructivism until the most renewed
manifestations of the constructive tendency –
between them, the Concrete Art of São Paulo
and the Neo-Concretism of Rio de Janeiro with
their own differences – aimed to objectify the
artist work, introducing it in the collective and
emancipatory activity of society based on
rationality and planning of production and
demystifying the notion of creative geniality, to
insert the artist in the social production sphere.
This was the great contribution of constructive
art tendency.
Both the realization of the new art and
modern architecture, therefore in their
necessary integration, was the implementation
of the Brazilian constructive project. The
organizer and commentator of Mário Pedrosa’s
writings in Brazil, Otília Arantes asserts:
“Mário Pedrosa completed (...) that was
precisely (the propensity of Brazilian
architects to the dogmatism of a selfimposed discipline) that enabled them to
successfully complete your ‘role of
militants.’(...) In fact, after striking discipline
and doctrinal own disciples, (Pedrosa)
explains that such dogmatism (of Lucio
Costa and Oscar Niemeyer) rested, however,
a truly modern sense, 'faith in the virtues of
democratic mass production’”. (Arantes,
2004, p. 112-113)
The Constructive artists wanted to act on
the reorganization of the sensoriality and
understanding of reality. This was the contract
assumed by the leading art critics in the postwar period, such as Clement Greenberg and
Mário Pedrosa. The American critic represented
then the retaking of international avant-garde
art based no longer in Paris but in New York.
Although, Pedrosa have lived in the United
States, his predilection for geometric art would
mark a difference from the American critic
Clement Greenberg. We must stress that the
option for Abstract Expressionism made by
Greenberg in the United States and Pedrosa’s for
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constructive art in Brazil were dictated by very
different historical and social circumstances.
Pedrosa distinguished two tendencies in
Modern art, namely, the expressionist and the
constructivist. While the first one evidenced the
revolt of the subject faced to reality escaping
from it, the second had a collective spirit and
participated of the construction of the new
society. The general tendency of abstract art in
the United States was expressionist. Just there,
where technique had achieved unparalleled and
never before seen results, artists choose to
express the crisis of the subject and not a
collective solution. Against some American
artists’ nihilism, Pedrosa indicated the
constructivist way. In Jackson Pollock and Willem
de Kooning cases the nihilist message of their
abstract expressionist works seemed to indicate
these artists consented with cultural politics of
United States in the Cold War.
Although Mário Pedrosa believed that
American abstract art – denomination used to
unite even opposing currents – had not been
that most identified with the social motivations
that he addressed, if compared to European
movements and artists like Theo van Doesburg
and Max Bill, there was more authenticity and
avant-garde impetus than in Realism. This was
conservative and mainly represented by Socialist
realism. Pedrosa coments:
“(The potential of American abstract art) is
the variety and especially in the extreme
freedom of research of its artists, who work
not only destitute of government, as under
such hostility. But even so it is an art of
subversion, of nonconformity, of active
participation in American life that is truly
expressive. If the United States was a
country in which the state was already
master of everything and everyone, the
'official doctrine' of his art would be that
now prevails in Russia. (...) The truth is that
the conservative art is represented by socalled 'Socialist Realism'. It is the result of
ideological counter-revolution that came to
processing in Russia since the national
isolation of the revolution, when the
progressive forces of Europe were gradually
crushed by the Wagnerian triumph of
Hitler.” (Pedrosa, 2000, P. 181)

aesthetic dimension, on the other hand the
conservative meaning represented by abstract
art in the United States revealed itself in the use
of advanced culture as propaganda of the
western capitalism, as carrier and defender of
the most refined values of culture against the
USSR action. Moreover, by defending the
Abstract Expressionism, Greenberg affirmed the
traditional values of American culture centered
in the individual, in the self-made man illusion.
Meanwhile, the constructivist tendency defense
was Mário Pedrosa bet in the opposite pole of
this individual-society relationship where art
would enable the emergence of a cohesive
aesthetic and social dimension.
The comprehension of this difference of
contexts between Brazilian constructive art and
the Abstract Expressionism is clarified by the
analysis of Mário Pedrosa and other important
critics in 1950’s critic texts. In the article for the
Tribuna da Imprensa, newspaper published in
November 03 1951, Pedrosa presented the
current tendencies of modern art and answered
to Fernando Pedreira’s accusations that it was
an empty formalism. It was the peak of the
debate between abstraction versus realism in
Brazil and Pedreira published, in Fundamentos
magazine, a critic essay over Pedrosa’s
‘Trotskyist vision’ (sic) of the art. In fact, the
dispute between left wing visions was significant
to the artistic choices made during the 1950’s.
Pedrosa’s bet on the constructivist
tendency surely went back to the Russian avantgarde experiments. He explained that far from
being an amusement to the wealthy classes or a
research field only to initiates, the new art was
connected to the world of labor and thus with
the solid base of modern society. In the same
way as Russian Constructivism, the resurgence of
abstract art, and mainly the Concrete Art, was
the expression of the ‘New Technique’ era that
was being inaugurated:

If on the one hand, Clement Greenberg's
position had been compromised with the
preservation of the autonomy of the art
Vol 2, No 2 (2015) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

“Whatever the view on modern art, in its
boldest expressions - and we refer
especially to fans of ‘abstraction’ or
Concrete Art - it must be said that, these
artists do not suggest a world view that
wants to be up to date and that anticipate
our emotional and mental habits of today, a
projection of the future. Indeed, these
researchers of pure plastic are against the
escapism. For them, art is not a world apart,
a refuge from the 'ivory tower'. Instead, they
put both feet firmly stuck in the possibilities
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Marcelo Mari

of today. (His art is intended to be) the
crystallization of the state of culture and
civilization to which man has reached
potentially.” (Pedrosa, 2000, p. 179)
Mário Pedrosa reaffirmed the close
connection between the communist revolution
of Lenin’s and Trotsky’s times and the modern
art, particularly Constructivism. The Russian
avant-garde had established as a goal creating
an art that was part of the efforts of the
construction of the modern future and the social
relations based on collectivity and common and
fraternal feeling. Its main objective was the
synthesis between Aesthetic dimension and
Social production.
Based on the idea of organization and
planning of society, Rodchenko, Kandinsky and
Malevich did not spare any efforts for them to
contemplate the common ideals of the Russian
revolution, via an inside revolution. They
defended their art and communism, because
both of them seemed to walk together to a final
and definitive synthesis where work would be a
free activity and art the constitutive part of all
human activities. This was the objective of the
extraordinary efforts of those that worked for,
during its initial phase, the Russian Revolution.
Pedrosa reports:
“Under stimulus a Lunatcharsky and a
Bogdanov, Moscow was the scene in the
early years of the revolution, the greatest
artistic experiences in all areas, from
theater and film to music, painting and
sculpture. The modern constructivism was
born there with Malevich, Kandinsky as
director of the Arts in Moscow, trying to
globalize, a policy truly revolutionary, not
only with social but technical and
aesthetical dimension, all artistic activities.”
(Pedrosa, 2000, p. 182)
About the USSR, Pedrosa demonstrated that
art could not transform people alone and their
revolutionary experiences were interrupted. The
emergence
of
a
counter-revolutionary
movement in politics was followed by repression
in art:
“The departure of Malevich, the Kandinsky's
departure that more or less coincided with
the suicide of Mayakovsky, did not happen
by chance. It was a reaction against the
glorification of Stalin. The Nationalistic style
14

in architecture and returns to the imitation
of immediate reality in painting are marks
of that Stalinist period. The officials of
Stalin enthroned, in the country of Lenin, a
frankly reactionary aesthetics, once created
by the bourgeoisie, in their days of social,
cultural and political careerism. Under the
pretext of fighting the construction of
socialism, the so-called Socialist realism is
just the glorification of the ruling
bureaucracy of the Soviet state. (...) The
machine (Pedrosa refers to the camera)
does not idealize, but the art, even the most
realistic, is the greatest tool of idealization
of reality. Russian artists idealize it
according the taste of the high dignitaries
of power. In Russia today everything is
idealized, the supreme leader in the highest
place and the workers and peasant down
there.” (Pedrosa, 2000, p. 182-184)
Pedrosa believed that the constructivist
tendency of modern art, namely, the resumption
proposed by Abstract and Concrete Art with the
plastic experiences interrupted with the Russian
Constructivism, aimed the consummation of
social desires deposited, and not concluded, in
the Russian Revolution. The constructivist
tendency performed immediately in art,
something that was essential to be processed in
the political field. It was not any longer about
recovering the documentary function of art,
since photography and cinema better fulfilled it,
but to approximate the artistic creation to
modern technology that created new materials
and objects, liberated colours from the objective
form, insinuated new forms and opened new
perspectives to imagination and human vision.
Just as this art connected to social
production, understood as a necessary mean to
satisfy the needs and peoples’ plain realization,
it distanced from external functions to its more
generous objectives. In his analysis of Alexander
Calder’s mobiles, Pedrosa showed how the artist
disengaged from practical and external
coercions to concentrate only on his work:
“With these industrial materials, Calder
didn’t become the slave of the
functionalism, to treat them, with the
impulses of his own fantasy; he twisted the
forms and with them the utilitarian and
conventional destiny. He knows, to highlight
the dramatic plastic, as violence to the
proper functioning of the material. He made
a mechanical device in the service of
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nothing for the dream and speculation - not
to move anything, not to make money.”
(Pedrosa, 2000, p. 77-78)
It is precisely from Calder’s work that
Pedrosa sees the possibility to present an
alternative both to realism and to other social
tendencies that required an answer to prevailing
utilitarianism in the post-war world from art. The
constructivist tendencies would be the synthesis

alternatives between the aesthetics and the
social in a more profound way. They did not
present themselves as a specific image of Brazil,
but they had a formal dimension connected to
the main international movements of this
tendency and reflected an art specific process of
formation that operated in Brazilian reality with
effectiveness.
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From Academy to “Sloshua”:
Joshua Reynolds’ Perception in the Victorian Era
Camilla Murgia
Abstract
The present article explores the perception of the figure of Sir Joshua Reynolds during the Victorian
era. Although Reynolds became, during his life-time, an extremely celebrated artist, his reputation
encountered some criticism during the 19th century. Particular attention will be paid to the discussion of
the British master as an anti-model for an entire artistic generation. Indeed, Pre-Raphaelites identified
themselves with the works and doctrines of one of the greatest rivals Reynolds ever had: painter and
poet William Blake. Such a rivalry is at the core of the perception of Reynolds’ work which is both artistic
and theoretical as the master left a series of writings on art. This article will demonstrate how this
negative comprehension is constructed and debated thanks to a number of texts, biographies and
articles dedicated to both artists.
Keywords: Renyolds, Blake, Pre-Raphaelite movement, Rossetti, Ruskin, Art Theory, Art Criticism,
Victorian age

On August 30 1867, art writer and critic
William Michael Rossetti (1820-1919), brother of
the more famous Pre-Raphaelite artist Gabriel
Dante Rossetti (1828-1882), recorded in his diary
the visit of an exhibition of portraits in the
London area of South Kensington. Among the
different artworks exhibited, William Michael
seemed captivated by a work by Joshua
Reynolds (1723-1792). He reported that the
famous Mrs Abington “in some hoydenish stagepart is wonderful with some others”.1 Yet PreRaphaelites had a strong aversion to Reynolds,
as William Michael’s annotations demonstrate:
“Generally, however, my estimate of him is not
reinforced by this exhibition”.2 The artist’s words
echoed the opinion of a whole generation which
predominantly characterised art during the
Victorian era. Despite the eulogies of his early
biographers such as Edmond Malone (1741-1812)
for instance, Reynolds’ oeuvre was discussed,
projected as a model for British art but also
often vehemently criticised throughout the 19th
century. 3 This process of double perception
William Michael Rossetti, ed., Rossetti Papers, 1862 to 1870. (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1903), 239. (hereafter Rossetti Papers).
2
Rossetti Papers, 239.
3
For a general discussion on Reynolds’ perception and overall search
for celebration see: Martin Postle et al., ed., Joshua Reynolds: The
Creation of Celebrity (London: Tate Gallery, 2005). On Malone’s
biography of Reynolds see: Karen Junod, “ 'A Picture of the Mind':
Biography, Portraiture, and Edmond Malone's Account of Sir Joshua
1
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developed in a series of texts which were
compiled under a wide range of forms, from
biographies to exhibition accounts. Leading to
the construction of a legend (both positive and
negative), these documents employed artistic
and literary approaches to fabricate an image of
Reynolds which responded to a model/antimodel duo. The purpose of my article is to study
this rearrangement of Reynolds’ perception and
to understand how his oeuvre was debated.
During the 19th century, the comprehension of
the artist is questioned and his theoretical vision
is dismantled and manipulated to serve other
artistic patterns. My objective is to examine
these shifts in the masters’ reputation and to
understand to what extent this perception
affected Victorian artists.

Reynolds’ Critical Heritage: A double
perception
The impact of Reynolds’ work can be
measured through its impact on British art’s
institutionalisation - Reynolds was the first
president of the Royal Academy founded in 1768
Reynolds (1797)”. The British Art Journal 12 (2011): 91–95. On Reynolds’
posthumous reception see in general: Richard Wendorf, After Sir
Joshua. Essays on British Art and Culture (Yale: Yale University Press,
2005), especially the chapter concerning Pre-Raphaelitism: “Framing
Rossetti”, 77-107.
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- but also through the theoretical model he
conveyed. Particularly, the Discourses on Art,
which the painter published between 1769 and
1790, give evidence of his approach to artistic
theory and stand as a how-to guide for academic
training. 4 They further offered ground to develop
an image of the artist and to discuss his
theoretical heritage. Much debated, the
Discourses punctually represented a reference
for both partisans and opponents of the British
painter.
One of the first steps in the questioning of
Reynolds’
oeuvre
was
assuredly
Allan
Cunningham’s biography. 5 The text’s criticism
towards Reynolds was so fierce, that
contemporaries
promptly
denounced
its
vehement attitude.6 Cunningham pretended to
produce an impartial assessment of Reynolds’
work and, to claim his fair-minded attitude, he
referred to the works of Malone and James
Northcote (1746-1831), but used them to
demolish the image of the British master and not
to celebrate him.7 Malone’s text contributed to
put forward and question an important aspect of
Reynolds’ career: his theoretical corpus. 8 In 1848,
Ralph Nicholson Wornum (1812-1877), friend of
the Rossetti brothers and curator at the National
Gallery, published a revised edition of the
Discourses, particularly insisting on the
relationship between painting and artistic
This
somehow
contradictory
theory.9
relationship will indeed constitute the core of
the Victorian perception of Reynolds’ works.10
Wornum referred to some of the most debated
artistic subjects, the opposition between line
Sir Joshua Reynolds, Discourses on Art, ed. by Robert R. Wark (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1997 [1797]). On the Discourses see, in
general: Frederic Whiley Hilles, The Literary Career of Sir Joshua
Reynolds (London: Archon Books, 1967), 69-89, 129-145; John L.
Mahoney, “Reynolds’s ‘Discourses on Art’: The delicate balance of
Neoclassic aesthetics, British Journal of Aesthetics 38 (Spring 1978): 126136.
5
Allan Cunningham, The lives of the most eminent British painters and
sculptors (London: John Murray, 1830), 2, 140-179.
6
“It may also be objected, that partialities and prejudices are but too
apparent in this work. Some persons are the objects of eulogy, other of
a dislike, which nothing recorded in the text appears to justify.
Reynolds is evidently the object of ill-will”, The Edinburgh review, or
Critical Journal 119 (April 1836): 49.
7
James Northcote, Memoirs of Sir Joshua Reynolds (London: Henry
Colburn, 1813). As Malone’s volume, Northcote’s text provided a much
celebrate vision of Reynolds. On Northcote’s biographical approach to
Reynolds see: Élisabeth Martichou, “Les Memoirs of Sir Joshua Reynolds
de James Northcote ou la constitution d’une figure exemplaire du
peintre”, Études anglaises 65 (2012): 290-301.
8
Junod, “ ‘A Picture of the Mind’ ”, 93.
9
Ralph N. Wornum, Lectures on Painting by the Royal Academicians.
Barry, Opie, and Fuseli (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1848).
10
On the incoherence of some of Reynolds’ purposes on artistic theory,
see in general: Günter Leypoldt, “A neoclassical dilemma in Sir Joshua
Reynolds's reflections on art”, British journal of aesthetics 39 (Oct 1999):
330-349.
4
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and colour, and expressed his criticism by
staging the thoughts of one of Reynolds’
contemporaries, fellow painter John Opie (17611807). According to Warnum, Opie denounced the
incoherence between the master's artistic
production, where the colour was prominent,
and his Discourses, which paid particular
attention to the line, considered as a paramount
tool to attain ideal beauty: “(…) and Sir Joshua
Reynolds, the slave and master of colouring, to
gain which he almost lost himself, though
sedulously devoted to it in practice, seems, in
his writings, to consider it as rather detrimental,
if not incompatible with sentiment and the
grand style of art”.11

The opposition Reynolds/Blake
The incursion of Opie’s thoughts announces
a development in the perception of Reynolds’
oeuvre. Until the 1840s in fact, writers focussed
on the biographical aspect of the master’s life,
reporting for instance, anecdotes which would
serve his reputation. They also discussed the
theoretical corpus as a how-to guide for
prospective art students. The link between these
two levels of analysis - biographical and
theoretical - was the narrative, which
contributed to assess the masters’ glory. Both
Malone’s “introspective approach” - as Junod
defined it - to the inner character of the painter,
and Northcote’s biographical strategies, aimed
at one clear objective: the celebration of the
founder of the British school. Victorians
discussed Reynolds’ perception referring to
theoretical, artistic and narrative levels of
analysis. But they used these standards
differently. They focussed on the interactions of
these aspects rather than considering these
materials as a reference. Through this literary
strategy, they constructed and questioned a
perception of Reynolds’ work based on artistic
antagonism. Reynolds was progressively defined
not as as a model but as an anti-model, the core
of this contrast being an artist which PreRaphaelites cheered particularly: William Blake
(1757-1827).12
It is through this artist that Pre-Raphaelite
critics and artists staged Reynolds’ oeuvre.
Particularly, the Rossetti manuscript, a notebook
Wornum, Lectures on Painting, 314.
On Pre-Raphaelitism see: Elizabeth Prettejohn, ed., After the PreRaphaelites. Art and Aestheticism in Victorian England (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1999) and The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites
(New Haven: Princeton University Press, 2000).
11
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which Blake compiled around 1808 and which
was subsequently acquired by Dante Gabriel
Rossetti in 1847, represented a first step in the
establishment of this famous opposition. 13
The booklet contained a set of artistic notes
through which Blake denounced academic art
and formulated his own artistic theories, mainly
as a fervent opponent of Reynolds. According to
William Michael Rossetti, the impact of this
manuscript on Gabriel Dante’s artistic approach
“conduced to the Pre-Raphaelite movement”.14 It
also allowed to identify those artists who Blake
disliked, providing therefore Rossetti with a set
of names to condemn: “(…) such painters as
Correggio, Titian, Rubens, Rembrandt, Reynolds,
and Gainsborough—any men whom Blake
regarded as fulsomely florid, or lax, or swamping
ideas in mere manipulation.” 15 Rossetti further
annotated this manuscript, mainly focussing on
the criticism of Reynolds’ artistic theory as
formulated in the Discourses. He assuredly knew
this text and particularly Malone’s edition
because Blake owned a copy of this text and
annotated it around 1808. Through his
comments, Blake vehemently demolished
Reynolds’ artistic doctrine. 16
This approach and these two documents the Rossetti’s manuscript and Malone’s edition
of the Discourses - constituted the basis of
Alexander Gilchrist monograph The Life of
William Blake, published in 1863. 17 This text
contributed to state Pre-Raphaelites’ artistic
doctrine and explicitly marked the opposition
between a model - Blake - and an anti-model Reynolds. The Rossetti brothers largely
contributed to the compilation of this work.
When Gilchrist prematurely died in 1861, they
helped his widow to finish off the manuscript.
William Michael compiled a catalogue of Blake’s
works and Gabriel Dante wrote an essay on
Blake’s poems. Yet the most significant part of
The manuscript is now at the British Library (Add MS 49460). On the
manuscript see: The Notebook of William Blake, ed. D. V. Erdman and D.
K. Moore, New York, 1977; Mark L. Greenberg, "The Rossetti’s
transcription of Blake's notebook", and "William Michael Rossetti's
transcription and William Bell Scott's tracings from Blake's notebook",
The Library: Transactions of the Bibliographical Society 4 (1982): 249–72,
and 6 (1984): 254–76.
14
William Michael Rossetti, ed., Dante Gabriel Rossetti. His FamilyLetters with a Memoir, (London: Ellis and Elvey, 1895), 1, 109.
15
Rossetti, ed., Dante Gabriel Rossetti. His Family-Letters, 109.
16
On Blake's annotations of Reynolds’ Discourses see: William Blake,
The Complete Writings of William Blake with Variant Readings, ed.
Geoffrey Keynes (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), 445-479;
Hazard Adams, “Revisiting Reynolds’ discourses and Blake’s
annotations” in Blake in his time, ed. Robert N. Essick et al.
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), 128-144.
17
Alexander Gilchrist, Life of William Blake,“Pictor Ignotus” (London and
Cambridge: Macmillan, 1863).
13

Gilchrist’s text is represented by chapter 29,
entitled Opinions: notes on Reynolds. This part,
consisting of about 30 pages, discusses Blake’s
annotations on Reynolds’ Discourses. Gilchrist
did not venture in a complete transcription of
these comments, but published instead a
selection of passages with a precise intention,
that was to identify and put into context the
aspects which will allow a criticism of Reynolds’
artistic theory. Gilchrist elaborated a text by
regularly interpreting, questioning and adapting
concepts and words’ meaning. In such a way, the
scholar fabricated a fictional image of Blake
consisting of a genius, a rebel and a talented
artist. This figure strongly contrasted, evidently,
with that of Reynolds. Blake’s thoughts and
considerations on art were interpreted and
almost justified when they did not celebrate
enough the British artist. For instance, by
discussing Blake’s approach to colour, Gilchrist
mentioned the dislike of the artist for Venetian
painters, which Reynolds, to the contrary, much
appreciated. The writer promptly pointed out
that Blake’s opinion was based on prints after
these artists and not on original artworks, as it
was the case for Reynolds. The scholar’s purpose
here was clearly to justify what could appear at a
glance a wrong impression: “(…) many readers of
the present day, who have learned to almost
worship the transcendent Venetian painters Giorgione, Titian, Tintoret, Veronese, not to
speak of the Bellini, Carpaccio, &c. may be
startled to note Blake’s pertinacious scorn of
them. Such readers will do remember that Blake,
who had never been abroad, must have formed
his idea of the Venetians almost wholly from
engravings, and from what writers like Reynolds
say of the characteristics of the school”.18
From this comparison, it emerges a
contradiction between the paramount role of
Reynolds in the construction of a British school
of painting and his theoretical doctrine. Gilchrist
alternated painted and written corpus in order
to strengthen this contradiction and therefore
reinforcing Blake’s image. This antagonism relied
indeed on the artists’ scopes. Reynolds’
contribution to English portraiture painting was
essential whereas Blake was a visionary artist
and a poet. The difference between these two
scopes was so important, that Gilchrist
compared it to the distance between a hilltop
and a star shining in the sky - the star being,
evidently, Blake.
18
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The use of interactions between narrative,
artistic and theoretical aspects is a frequentlyused strategy for 19th-century writers, who
punctually projected fictional anecdotes on
artistic-related references. Writers employed a
number of diverse documents and approaches
to stage this projection. For instance, sculptor
Frederick Tatham (1805-1878), one of Blake’s
pupils, wrote in 1832 a Life of Blake which
included some correspondence. The work
remained unpublished unti l 1906, when
Archibald Russell edited it as a publication. 19
Gilchrist knew Tatham and used his manuscript
as a source for his work. This document would
serve the same strategy of Gilchrist’s volume:
constructing an image of Blake where
imagination played a crucial role for artistic
creativity. Blake was thus different from
Reynolds: unconventional artist, convinced that
colour alone could not represent a unique
artistic solution but that line had also to be
considered. To reinforce this opposition, Russell
went to deride Reynolds by means of his own
doctrines. The first letter he mentioned was from
painter John Flaxman (1755-1826) to William
Hayley (1745-1820), a poet who commissioned
Blake some prints. Russell took this opportunity
to insist on the well-known quarrel according to
which Reynolds apparently criticised Blake’s
early works and recommended him more
precision and simplicity with regard to drawing’s
mastery. Russell hastily rectified such a debate
and pointed out that Blake combined line and
colour while Reynolds’ paintings showed the
predominance of colour. Such an approach
stood evidently, according to Russell, as a
contradiction because Reynolds advocated, in
his Discourses, the importance of drawing as a
crucial element of ideal beauty, this approach to
painting being “wholly opposed to his own ideal,
which was that of Dürer, Michel Angelo and the
rest of the linear school”.20

A vehement cohabitation: the model/antimodel
This opposition between a model to follow
and an anti-model to reject appears even more
explicit in the works compiled by James
Smetham (1821-1898). Landscapist and partisan
of Blake’s artistic and theoretical values,
Smetham avoided to express his ideas in a
Frederick Tatham, The Letters of Willian Blake, ed. Archibald G. B.
Russell (New York: Charles Scribner’s 1906).
20
Tatham, The Letters of Willian Blake, 19-20.
19

20

biography, and this supposedly because
Gilchrist's work became a benchmark in Blake’s
studies. He also avoided to edit a
correspondence, as contemporaries deeply knew
and referred to Tatham’s manuscript. He had to
find another way to celebrate Blake’s glory and
to promote Reynolds’ role of artistic anti-model.
Smetham compiled two reviews and published
them separately. The first one concerned the
biography of Reynolds by Thomas Taylor and
Charles Leslie and was published in 1866. 21 The
second one was an account of Gilchrist’s volume
on Blake and appeared in 1869.22 A few decades
later, in 1885, William Davies published a
monograph of Smetham’s works and included
both texts. 23 Model and anti-model were finally
published together, one after the other. In such
a way, the average reader could compare both
examples and comprehend the related
anecdotes and references. In his work, Leslie
dealt with Reynolds’ figure using the same stage
strategy than the one employed for Blake by
Tatham or Gilchrist for instance. Narrative and
theoretical levels are mixed but, more
importantly, they interact.
Reynolds was not a “marvellous boy”
because he was not born with an innate talent,
whereas Blake was a “dreamy boy” and had a
unique, natural talent. Interestingly, in his review
of Leslie’s volume, Smetham identified and
subsequently discussed a number of literary
strategies through which Leslie celebrated
Reynolds’ reputation. According to Smetham,
Leslie and Taylor attempted to settle Reynolds
on a superior artistic rank. A wealth of
documents, unpublished correspondence and
notes represented the tools for the staging of
Reynolds as an artist, a theoretician and a
generally prominent figure. Smetham insisted on
the fact that Taylor, who finished the
compilation of the biography because of Leslie’s
premature death, punctually referred to a
fictional level of analysis to propose an inwardlooking vision of Reynolds.24
Taylor’s strategy relied on the valorisation
of Reynolds’ political career. Indeed, Taylor’s
opinions were somehow legitimated by the fact
that the latter was firstly a painter, but also a
James Smetham, “Sir Joshua Reynolds”, review of Life and Times of Sir
Joshua Reynolds, by Charles Leslie and Thomas Taylor, London
Quarterly, January, 1866.
22
James Smetham, “William Blake”, review of Life of William Blake, by
Alexander Gilchrist, London Quarterly Review, January 1869.
23
James Smetham, The Literary Works of James Smetham, ed. William
Davies (London: Macmillan, 1893), Reynolds: 3-97, Blake: 98-194.
24
Smetham, The Literary Works, 7.
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writer and a poet. He therefore was entitled to
refer to diverse approaches of Reynolds’ oeuvre.
Smetham claimed that the success of the
publication resided indeed in such a strategy,
and that Taylor and Leslie borrowed most of the
material from the master’s contemporaries. The
majority of the anecdotes reported in the work
had, for instance, to be ascribed to James
Northcote. Further, another of the master’s
closest friends, Edmund Burke (1729-1797), was
more concerned with Reynolds theoretical
aspect and so defined the British painter: “He
[Reynolds] possessed the theory as perfectly as
the practice of his art. To be such a painter, he
was a profound and penetrating philosopher”.25
These flattering remarks embarrassed
Smetham’s
purposes
and
the
scholar
accordingly, and promptly, reacted. The last 15
pages of the review are dedicated to deconstruct
and criticise Burke’s eulogies and Taylor’s
consideration of Reynolds as an outstanding and
paramount figure for British art. Smetham
admitted, however, that the contemplation of
Reynolds’ portraits belonged to the traditional
customs of cultivated Englishmen because of
their graceful and untroubled character.
Nonetheless, Burke’s praise of portrait painting
as a divine art had not to be entirely embraced.
Smetham recurred to a comparison which was
very close to Gilchrist’s statement opposing the
hilltop and the shining star. According to
Smetham, Reynolds went down from the top of
invention whereas Blake did the same but from
the paradise of creativity. 26 Blake was not
directly called into question but the reference to
his oeuvre was however explicit. Artworks
inspired by a divine imagination were far from
those produced by Reynolds. Even though
Smetham recognised the master’s grace, he
admitted his lack of artistic vision: “Whatever he
[Reynolds] could reach by vision and taste he
could do, but the gates of imagination were
closed and sealed to him”. 27 Such a criticism
further concerned the Discourses which were
nothing but ‘inaccurate’ writings, contrasting
with the artistic approach that Reynolds adopted
for his portraits. And this because painting was,
according to Smetham, a practice different from
the mere use of a series of words: “Reynolds was
a pioneer in the direction of statement on art”.28
Smetham, The Literary Works, 77.
Smetham, The Literary Works, 87.
27
Smetham, The Literary Works, 91.
28
Smetham, The Literary Works, 91-92.
25

26

Mixed views: moderate criticism
Victorians,
and
Pre-Raphaelites
in
particular, had to cohabit with mixed views on
and a changing perception of Reynolds’s work.
Sometimes writers attempted, but failed, to a
coherent account of Reynolds’ talent based on
new material. For instance, William Cotton’s
monograph of 1856 proposed to put forward the
opinions of Reynolds’ contemporaries as a gauge
of scientific exactitude.29 However, Cotton’s
references were subsequently criticised and
perceived as a lack of argument inasmuch as his
focus on the painter’s early career was
denounced as a poor approach to the oeuvre of
such a great master.30
Pre-Raphaelites stigmatised this image of
Reynolds as an artistic example not to follow.
Pre-Raphaelite painter William Holman Hunt
(1827-1910) went even to devote a couple of
pages of one of his publications to the antimodel Reynolds represented.31 For Hunt, who
founded the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood in 1848
together with John Everett Millais (1829-1896),
the issue of the reception of the British master
resided in his blind appreciation of Italian artists
and in his belief that these foreign artists
represented the starting and learning point for
British art students.32 Such a vision, oriented
towards foreign sources, was opposed to a
national, humble apprenticeship of painting,
such as the one followed by Hunt. As a result,
Reynolds artistic doctrines did not represent a
constraint for Hunt because they were
formulated to encourage students to approach
art in a superficial and reverential way,
especially with regard to what art represented in
the past. This attitude was dangerous because it
only provided students with an indirect mastery
of the perfection art could attain. 33 For Hunt, the
aftermath of such perspective was obvious:
Reynolds
was
considered,
by
his
contemporaries, as a conventional artist
although his teaching proved him wrong, at least
since the 1850s.34
William Cotton, Sir Joshua Reynolds and his works. Gleanings from his
diary, unpublished manuscripts, and from other sources, ed. John
Burnet (London: Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans and Roberts, 1856),
6.
30
“William Cotton, Sir Joshua Reynolds and his works.”, review of Sir
Joshua Reynolds and his works, by William Cotton, The Gentleman’s
Magazine and Historical Review February (1857): 208-210.
31
William Holman Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1905), 82-84.
32
Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism, 1, 81.
33
Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism, 1, 83.
34
Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism, 1, 84.
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The criticism on Reynolds’ artistic behaviour
exacerbated the perception of his whole oeuvre
and led to mockery. In the last issue of The Germ,
the periodical where Pre-Raphaelites expressed
their opinions, John Tupper (1826?-1879)
published a tribute-poem dedicated to the
Brotherhood. The last couplet significantly
referred to Reynolds’ misleading approach to
art: “And who paint as Sloshua did / have all
their sloshy fingers frozen”. 35 Sloshua, was the
humorous name that Pre-Raphaelites gave to
Reynolds.36 Hunt further explained that the term
“slosh” was very popular among Pre-Raphaelite
artists and that it contained a direct reference
and criticism to Reynolds. Slosh indicated
indeed something inaccurate, roughly and
hastily made. The word was progressively
employed to describe Reynolds’ oeuvre. As a
result, the artist was also called “Sloshua-Slosh”,
provided, once again, an insight of what an artist
should not do, an anti-model.
As Leonée Ormond pointed out, the term
“slosh” indicated a dislike for Reynolds and
academic art, but also a dispraise for
Renaissance and Baroque painters such as the
Carracci brothers and Guido Reni. 37 Such an
attitude is representative of Pre-Raphaelites’
approach to old masters, as referred by the
same name of the movement. Indeed, Rossetti
and his companions shared an admiration for
early Italian artists such as Cimabue or Giotto for
instance, and rejected Renaissance painters.
Raphael being the reference master of 16thcentury art, the term “Pre-Raphaelite” notably
indicated an appreciation for those who were
active ‘before Raphael’. This approach to
Renaissance, including a criticism to Raphael,
was supported, at least in the early 1850s, by one
of the most influential Victorian art writers: John
Ruskin (1819-1900). The latter’s advocacy for PreRaphaelites has evidently influenced the
popularity of the movement and importantly
contributed to the spread of their artistic
doctrine.38 However, after the dissolution of the
The Germ: Thoughts towards Nature on Poetry, Literature and Art 2
(February 1850), in Rossetti, ed., Dante Gabriel Rossetti. His FamilyLetters, 157.
36
Sophia Andres, The Pre-Raphaelite Art of the Victorian Novel:
Narrative Challenges to Visual Gendered Boundaries (Columbus: Ohio
State University Press, 2005), 5.
37
Leonée Ormond, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the Old Masters”, The
Yearbook of English Studies 36 (2006): 153-168, 155.
38
Ruskin compiled his support to the Pre-Raphaelites under the form
of a letter addressed to The Times (May 1851). See: Inga Bryden, ed., The
Pre-Raphaelites. Writings and sources (London: Routledge, 1998), 3, 3968; Elisabeth Prettjohn, The Art of Pre-Raphaelites (London: Tate
Gallery, 2000).
35
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Brotherhood in 1853 and its subsequent success,
Ruskin started to question his opinion and to
reconsider both, the praise for Pre-Raphaelites
and the criticism to those artists who, such as
Raphael, were considered hostile to the doctrine
of the movement.39 Almost in parallel though a
few years later, Rossetti’s consideration of
masters such as Rubens or Titian, who were
among his most disliked painters, started to
change. 40
But while for Rossetti it was mainly matter
of reconsidering old masters, Ruskin realised
that his approach to Reynolds was somehow
misleading. This feeling became dramatically
prominent in 1875, when Ruskin gave a lecture
series on Reynolds’ Discourses. In the notes of
these conference papers, the scholar thus
admitted: “In my early work, I had to show the
mischief which arose from obeying Sir Joshua,
misunderstood. In my late work, I have to show
the good which is to be found in his teaching,
read as it was meant”.41 In the paragraphs
following this statement, Ruskin attempted to
reconstruct the image of Reynolds and justified
the criticism moved to the master. For instance,
when it comes to discuss one of the master’s
most controverted opinions, that was that
apprenticeship should be based on the copy
after old masters instead of being issued from
the training on which every student should
embark, Ruskin promptly justified Reynolds’
misleading attitude: “This was an entirely deadly
and horrible error, but inevitable by sir Joshua
under the conditions of his time”.42 Ruskin
claimed that the British master did not
reproduce such an error and that the Discourses
were written accordingly. But, however, his
teaching had been used to serve such a
misleading opinion.
The perception of Reynolds was contested
and regularly called into question throughout
the 19th century. The master’s primary role as a
major figure of the British artistic scene did not
cease to be rearranged, reinterpreted and
reshaped. Victorian art writers such as James
Smetham
or
John
Ruskin
importantly
contributed to this readjustment by means of
their writings. Furthermore, the fact that
Aoife Leahy, “Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites in the 1850s”, Pages
1999 (2000): 125-131.
40
Ormond, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the Old Masters”.
41
John Ruskin, “Studies in the ‘Discourses’ of Sir Joshua Reynolds”, in
The Works of John Ruskin, ed. Elliott T. Cook and Alexander
Wedderburn (London: George Allen, 1906), 22, 493.
42
The Works of John Ruskin, 494.
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Reynolds left a theoretical corpus evidently
affected the debates on his artistic and
theoretical heritage. Textual levels of analysis
such as the narrative and the biography well

demonstrate to what extent this discussion was
important to the comprehension of the British
master and to the role of model and anti-model
developed during the Victorian era.
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Aby Warburg's Mnemosyne Atlas
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Abstract
This paper investigates Aby Warburg’s (1866-1929) understanding of political imagery. Specifically,
it is focused on the last two plates of the Mnemosyne Atlas, Warburg’s unfinished last project. This
analysis is used in order to understand Warburg’s implicit anthropological take on imagery. I will argue
that imagery for Warburg taps into our embodied condition and is a result of the perennial movement
between said embodiment and our rational faculties. I will try to show how this transcendental
understanding of our condition is the compass that Warburg utilizes in his historical investigations, thus
situating them on two levels, one properly historical and one more anthropological-philosophical. In
this specific case this latter level of investigation will be understood through the analysis of the notion
of Sacrifice and its relations to the concept of Symbol, as the oscillations between the two characterizes
the philosophy of history that informs the otherwise obscure associations that permeate Warburg’s
plates.
The paper will first offer a comparison with other interpretations of Warburg’s political thought,
and then move, following plates 78 and 79 of the Atlas, to unearth the various level of analysis that
Warburg embedded in the cryptic collage. In order to offer a systematic take on these hints and
unrefined notes, the works will be confronted with more systematic works. More specifically, Cassirer’s
various works on Myth and Jacques Maritain’s 1935 conference on Signs and Symbols will have a
privileged position as theoretical tools in this investigation.
This paper will be in conclusion an attempt to read Warburg as part of that “genealogy of Western
Anthropology” that Giorgio Agamben sketched in his famous article on Warburg’s “Nameless Science”.
Keywords: Aby Warburg, Mnemosyne Atlas, Myth, Political imagery, Fascist imagery, Sacrifice,
Symbol, Ernst Cassirer, Jacques Maritain, Friedrich Vischer.

State of affairs and methodology
Aby
Warburg’s
relevance
in
the
development of modern reflection on images is
undeniable. Horst Bredekamp’s analyses of the
development of contemporary Bildwissenschaft
clearly shows how Warburg’s wider approach to
art history (as a science of images) played a vital
role in its inception and later development.
Especially in regard to political imagery
Bredekamp is perfectly clear: Warburg’s Paganantique Prophecy in Words and Images in the
Age of Luther “became the founding text not only
for political iconography but also for the history
of visual media” 1. The same Warburg, however,
dealt with the political imagery of his time,
mostly in works unfinished and unpublished at
his time. Those reflections have been examined
1
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in works by: Charlotte Schoell-Glass 2, Jost Philipp
Klenner 3, Georges Didi-Huberman 4 and Mark
Russell 5, for example.
In this paper I will focus mainly on the
element that, either thematically or factually,
connects all these works, namely the last plates
of the Mnemosyne atlas, as the ones in which
Warburg investigates political imagery more
thoroughly. I will do so from the perspective of
Warburg’s implied philosophical anthropology
implied by his references to thinkers such as
2

Schoell-Glass, Charlotte. “Serious issues”: The Last Plates of Warburg's
Picture Atlas Mnemosyne, and Schoell-Glass, Charlotte. Aby Warburg
and Anti-semitism: Political Perspectives on Images and Culture.
3
Klenner, Jost Phillip, Mussolini e il leone. Aby Warburg ideatore
dell’”iconologia politica” [Mussolini and the Lion. Aby Warburg as the
creator of “political iconology”].
4
Among others: Didi-Huberman, Georges. Survivance Des Lucioles
[Survival of the Fireflies].
5
Russell, Mark A. Between Tradition and Modernity: Aby Warburg
and the Public Purposes of Art in Hamburg, 1896-1918.
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Nietzsche, Kant and Thomas Carlyle. This
perspective complements those that can be
called “neuroaesthetic” (such as Freedberg’s6),
that emphasize the “scientific” side of Warburg’s
investigation (exemplified by notions such as
mneme and engram) offering a contemporary
understanding of Warburg’s concept of pathos
and empathy. In a sense I will be following
Spyros Papapetros’ indications 7 regarding
Warburg’s constitutively polar approach to
imagery (and similarly suggested as an approach
to Warburg’s scholarship as whole8).
Such a polar approach is the one that
allows the understanding of images beyond a
progressive chronology, unearthing how, even in
a modern, post-mythical world, they maintain a
connection with the mythico-magical worldview,
and the pathos-laden experience that structures
it, whilst maintaining focus on enlightenment as
a process that is both theoretical and political,
rather than purely historical, as Kant’s intuitions
on the matter indicate.
In accordance with Warburg’s analysis in
Mnemosyne, fascist imagery will be understood
both as a catalyst and instrument of the fascist
world-orientation. This process will bring to light
the dialectic between mythical “closeness” and
rational “distancing” that underlies these
images. The theoretical foundation of this
analysis stems from Cassirer’s elaboration of
myth, for which Warburg expressed admiration
and appreciation, since the The form of Concept
in mythical thinking 9, and Jacques Maritain’s
elaborations on the concepts of signs from the
1935 conference Sign and Symbol held at the
Warburg Institute and published in 1937 10.
Emphasis will be placed on the a-historical
nature of mythical thinking as a form of
experience and world orientation, in which
mythical symbolism and ritualism serve, as a
form of investigation and understanding of the
world at once.
Given these premises, this work will be an
attempt to place Warburg in a genealogy of
“western anthropology” that Agamben only
sketched: “His [Warburg’s] works allow his name
to be inscribed alongside those of Mauss, Sapir,
6

Cfr. for example Freedberg, David. Empathy, motion and Emotion
Papapetros, Spyros The Eternal seesaw: Oscillations in Warburg’s
revival
8
“In order to approach Warburg, one should be able to switch
positions continuously on the seesaw by inhabiting empathetically two
different mentalities.”, ibid., p.173
9
Cassirer, Ernst, The form of Concept in Mythical thinking
10
Maritain, Jaques, Sign and Symbol
7
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Spitzer, Kerenyi, Usener, Dumezil, Benveniste,
and many- but not very many -others”11.
Examining Warburg’s implied theoretical
understanding of political imagery, I will try to
propose such understanding as also viable for
contemporary imagery, in accordance with said
western anthropology. This will be achieved
through an examination of the last plates of the
Mnemosyne Atlas, which investigate the later
imagery available to Warburg, thus exhibiting the
a-historical
reflection
behind
Warburg’s
surprising connections, revealing his implicit
anthropology.
I will first confront the plates 78 and 79 of
the atlas, then compare Warburg’s thought with
that of: Vischer, Cassirer and Maritain over the
notion of symbol. The result will be a sketch of a
Warburgian theory of political imagery derived
from said plates in comparison with
anthropological thought. However, prior to such
an endeavour, a brief sketch of the political
interpretations of Warburg’s thought will be
given, situating this paper in relation to other
interpretations of the same issue.

0. Political interpretations of Warburg
As stated, Warburg’s essay on Luther is
widely considered the foundation of visual
studies in regard to political imagery. Similarly,
Warburg’s interest in imagery outside the
established remit of art history (at the time),
such as: astrological sources, stamps and
newspapers’ clippings, advertising logos, and
propaganda set a standard for visual studies
that still proves valid and object of discussion
nowadays.
We can trace a different number of
interpretations of Warburg’s thoughts on
political imagery. These depend on the focus
given by the interpreter toward Warburg’s
biography, actual political projects, heritage, and
spurious materials, organizing them under
varying hermeneutical principles. Similarly, the
unique status of Warburg’s then Library (now the
Warburg institute) play a role in determining
Warburg’s involvement with the realm of the
political. Several questions arise: is the library
just a collection of sources? It is a political
project? It is part of a radically different
theoretical approach to imagery than the norm?
The text that established the identification
of Warburg’s life with his thought is Gombrich’s
11
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biography. Following the materials which point
toward Warburg’s self-identification with the
Florentine mercantile elite, and Renaissance
Florence
with
late-nineteenth
century
Hamburg 12, the idea of a Warburg without
fractures (in his own sickness! 13) became in a
sense the standard approach to the thinker, not
without its interpretative merit. In a sense,
Warburg
himself self-identified with a
“seismograph” allowing for his life to be
interpreted as the visible expression of the
object of his studies. The echo of Gombrich’s
reading of Warburg can be traced in a number of
maintained
the
works.
Didi-Huberman 14,
connection between life and thought, but his
Dionysian approach was in a sense the opposite
of Gombrich’s. Mark Russell 15 and Charlotte
Schoell-Glass 16 instead focused on specific
issues in Warburg life and thought Schoell-Glass
in particular reads Warburg’s work as an attempt
to come to terms with anti-Semitism and his own
Jewish heritage17. For our analysis, this
interpretation has the value of highlighting how
(under the specific prism of the Jewish question
in this case) Warburg’s work on imagery could
bring to light the hidden forces at play in the
society of their origin, although a more nuanced
interpretation seems more likely.
Freedberg’s Pathos at Oraibi 18 possesses a
somewhat
similar
approach
examining
Warburg’s work under the lens of a psychological
(yet self-aware) rejection of his Hebrew heritage,
in reaction to the prejudice Warburg
encountered in his youth 19. Freedberg’s
interpretation, which may be considered too
bold, has the merit of exposing the limits of
Warburg’s reading of the Hopi culture, which can
12

cfr Gombrich, Ernst Aby Warburg. An intellectual biography, pp. 151159
13
Although Gombrich decided not to investigate Warburg’s mental
health and its implications on his scholarship. He has been vocally
criticized on this by Wind (Wind, Edgar, Appendix: on a recent
Biography of Aby Warburg) and Didi-Huberman (Didi-Huberman,
Georges. L'image Survivante: Histoire De L'art Et Temps Des Fantômes
Selon Aby Warburg. [forthcoming English translation The Surviving
Image: Phantoms of Time and Time of Phantoms: Aby Warburg's
History of Art])
14
Didi-Huberman, Georges. L'image Survivante
15
Russell, Mark, Between tradition and modernity
16
Schoell-Glass, Aby Warburg and Anti-semitismus
17
Ibid, p. 164: “I can now see Warburg’s research on European culture
with new eyes, having (re-)constructed his art history and cultural
science as a strategy of defence against what he once called the
“clipped tones of the noble pale-face”
18
Freedberg, David Pathos a Oraibi. Ciò che Warburg non vide [Pathos
at Oraibi. What Warburg did not see].
19
Ibid. p. 606: “Rejection of his own Judaism – note the childish glee in
eating sausages – went hand in hand with the fantasy of his
engagement with the culture of the Red Indians. He saw his own
heritage as depressing, shameful, even cruel; and he looked to the
Indians as a means of withdrawing from it, of going downstairs. “

be described as Eurocentric, exposing the way in
which, following a critical analysis of the
interpreter’s idiosyncrasies20, the political side of
imagery can be properly understood, using
Warburg’s thought.
Russell’s approach is more balanced,
focusing on Warburg’s actual involvement with
the political administration of Hamburg,
comparing this with Warburg’s thought on art
and on culture. In contrast to the
aforementioned more speculative approaches,
this work has the merit of comparing Warburg’s
thought not with a more or less hypothetical
“inner life” but with the documented course of
his subject’s actions. Although not exhaustive of
the theoretical dimension of Warburg’s works,
such an approach offers a more solid foothold
attempting to interpret said “inner life”. For
example, Warburg’s hypothetic solution the
unrest of Hamburg at the beginning of the
twentieth century21, or his own use of images as
form of “Community building” 22. All these offer
the best depiction possible of what Warburg
practically envisioned in his, at times, cryptic
judgements on imagery. The resultant image
from Russell’s book, from a philosophical
perspective, is that of a scholar whose practical
interests were at least on par with the
theoretical, one that attempted to reconcile
pathos and reason, at times even with
nationalistic undertones. Expressing these
elements in general terms, we can say that
Warburg tried to theoretically capture (and
practically solve) the tension between a
postulate realm of “pure reason” and the given,
embodied, condition of human beings. The result
is a form of “nationalistic cosmopolitism” in
which the bodily enthusiasm, the localism, is
oriented toward a universal rationalism, whose
oscillations are captured by the images.
This analysis leads us to the author who
philosophically speaking, is arguably most
significant in regard to the political dimension of
imagery in Warburg’s scholarship; DidiHuberman.
20

Ibid, p 597 “Sometimes it seems that as far as he got was to perch a
Kachina mask, insultingly, on top of his head, in one of the most
embarrassing of all the photographs he brought back with him. If he
had pulled the mask over his head, as he should have done, and as
was required by the dance, he would have seen through different eyes”
21
Mark Russell, Between Tradition and modernity, p. 97: “And so
Warburg called for a suffrage based on profession in which half the
citizens’ assembly would be elected on the basis of general suffrage,
the other on the basis of professional education”
22
Cfr. Ibid. pp. 45-47: the 1905 Exhibition on Dürer was part of a project
aimed at creating “an educated, cultured, moral and patriotic public”.
And, as Warburg wrote, he could tolerate the masses only in “a wellordered state”
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His
L’image
survivante
investigates
Warburg’s
scholarship
more
thoroughly,
detailing notions such as symptom and survival.
However, it is his Survivance Des Lucioles that
offers his most significant contribution to the
subject of political imagery through the prism of
Warburg’s
scholarship.
Didi-Huberman
progresses from an article by Pier Paolo Pasolini,
describing a “politics of survival”, through his
interpretation of Warburg’s take on imagery, in
response to Agamben’s notions of community
and history. Didi-Huberman describes how
images, in their encounter with the “historian”,
in Walter Benjamin’s sense, offer “redemption”, a
survival of the oppressed, acting as countersubjects to the history of the ruling class. DidiHuberman makes Benjamin’s idea of history as a
single progressive movement of catastrophe his
own (identifing with Warburg’s as well), in which
the tasks is to “organize pessimism”. In this, for
Didi-Huberman, Warburg’s notion of Nachleben
(Survival) is a radical political notion that allows
a reading of history “against the grain”,
characterizing images as dialectical, in order to
catch a glimpse of the history of the “defeated”.
An example of such encounter would be that
described by Didi-Huberman in Images in spite
of all 23.
Didi-huberman’s text is as dense as it is
problematic. For example, his notion of survival
is equated to Freud’s notion of symptom and
linked unequivocally to a Dionysian vitality. The
image cannot avoid carrying a symptom, as the
life underneath strives to make itself visible24.
This leads to a form of “universalization” of
Warburg that ignores the latter’s focus on place
as a means of positive affirmation rather than a
mere counteraction to dominance. Warburg’s
focus on Greece as a place of origin, as a
paragon of balance, and not solely of Dionysism,
cannot be ignored. As Spyros Papapetros writes
reviewing Didi-Huberman’s L’image survivante:
Warburg did not unconditionally embrace
the nymphs, the Maenads and the daemons
of the pagan survivals he contemplated
throughout his life. He always fought to
keep a distance from them and sometimes

23

Didi-Huberman, Georges. Images in Spite of All: Four Photographs
from Auschwitz.
24
Didi-Huberman, Georges, Survivance des lucioles, p. 54 “Comment
peut-on déclarer la mort des survivances?” [ how can we declare the
death of survivals?]
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he would use his work to exorcise or
anathematize them25
In the lexicon of Didi-Huberman’s text, the
“populaces” and “traditions” that are to be
“rediscovered”, as fireflies being extinguished by
fascist oppression, don’t hold an intrinsic
political value for Warburg. If, philologically, the
interest is tracing the oscillations between
traditions as expressions of different forces,
politically there are traditions that for Warburg
should be lost, whereas Pasolini regrets forcing
himself to lose them (“io, purtroppo, questa
gente italiana, l’avevo amata...” [“sadly, I have
loved these Italian people...”]) and DidiHuberman grants them a spectral eternity of
resistance. Arguably if Warburg was politically
naive in his attempt to reconcile his idea of
enlightenment and regressive values, DidiHuberman’s reading forces an excess of
romantic idealism upon him. We can conclude
then that Didi-huberman captured how images
have a political significance in Warburg, yet
ignored which symptoms Warburg actually
sought. Since it is known that Warburg didn’t
visit the Pueblo indians as an historian caring for
a tradition in decline, rather as a way to correct
the decadence of his own western tradition.

1. Mnemosyne
It has been somewhat romantically stated
that the most significant project of Aby Warburg
was his last, the Mnemosyne Atlas. As with most
of Warburg’s projects, this one was unfinished,
unpublished and unclear regarding the details of
its scope and principles.
The completed Atlas would have consisted
of a number of image plates and a text of two
volumes, summarizing in a single work Warburg’s
lifetime of research. The most preeminent
element, the plates, were conceived as collages
of images on a number of themes and topoi such
as specific mythological figures (Perseus, Medea,
etc.), general types (such as the Nymph), and
themes (such as sacrifice, promise, etc.). Of the
planned plates (which vary from 79 to ca. 200)
only 63 could be reconstructed from a series of
black and white 18cm x 24cm photographs held
in the Archives of the Warburg Institute, a total
of 971 images organized under principles now
partially lost.
At completion, the Atlas would have been
extremely complex material. For contemporary
25
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viewers its unfinished nature increases this
complexity. The most pressing, and perhaps
most obvious question the Atlas begs is: what is
it? What is it actually depicting? The unfinished
introduction that remains from Warburg’s
materials, states the following:
Through its images the Mnemosyne Atlas
intends to illustrate this process, which one
could define as the attempt to absorb precoined expressive values by means of the
representation of life in motion.
On the basis of its images it [the
Mnemosyne] is intended to be first of all an
inventory of pre-coined classical forms that
impacted upon the stylistic development of the
representation of life in motion in the age of the
Renaissance.26
A similar definition seems initially
understandable: the Atlas traces the influence of
classical antiquity on Renaissance visual culture
through the representation of moving bodies.
The complexities of Warburg’s definitions may
be due to his own tastes and preferences or to
the crudity of a work in progress. Nonetheless,
as a purely historical undertaking, one may
wonder: what is the purpose of the “alphabetic
plates” that open the Atlas dealing with the
general topic of “orientation”?
In this case, we have a first question
whether the uniqueness of the Atlas that cannot
be ruled out as an “idiosyncrasy” of its author,
instead deserving investigation as a conscious
theoretical choice. Claude Imbert writes:
the alphabetical plates made visible, like a
set of axioms or vector-decompositions, the
axes according to which the atlas was
constructed.27
In fact, posing the question of the
underlying methodology to the Atlas that can be
abstracted and applied beyond its self-imposed
scope. Significantly, if the focus of the Atlas was
solely Renaissance imagery, why do its last two
plates almost exclusively feature contemporary
pictures and objects such as newspapers’
clippings and even images from Japanese
culture? These facts indicate another reason why
the Atlas remains unfinished: apart from the
variations between the author’s particular ideas,
exemplified by the numerous changes in the
26

Warburg, Aby, The absorption of expressive values of the past, pp.
277-278
27
Imbert, Claude. Aby Warburg between Kant and Boas pp 2-3

panels’ distribution, the subject-matter of the
Atlas is intrinsically endless. In the same
introduction, the Atlas is defined as an
investigation of the “iconology of the interval” a
definition that points toward an investigation
carried out under transcendental terms and thus
necessarily a-historical, referring to the
condition of our use of imagery more than
imagery per se. In this case, Mnemosyne would
be an unending project because of its internal
subject matter. Consequently, the historical
focus indicated in the Introduction becomes
problematic. The Atlas wouldn’t be an
investigation over the classical pre-coined forms
and their resurgence in early modernity, rather,
it would be research into our experience of
images overall. Yet these epochs (Antiquity and
Renaissance) play a foundational role in the
Atlas’ intrinsic structure. In the economy of the
“visual argument” made by the Atlas they are
vital gateways toward a transcendental
consideration of images, as the historical
investigation of the connection between
classical heritage and its early modern iterations
is pivotal in the investigation of imagery
posterior to Mnemosyne’s self-imposed frame,
actually transcending the limits of its
historiography. In order to show this, I will
examine the plates that appear prima facie the
more distant from these ages, namely plate 78
and 79. From this, I will then detail how its
results prove significant for our scope: the
exposition of Warburg’s analysis of the political
dimension of imagery and its assessment in the
“genealogy of Western Anthropology”.

2. Plate 78
The photographic nature 78th plate (fig. 1)
of the Atlas is unique among the others, formed
entirely of images related to the signing of the
Lateran Treaty between Mussolini and Pope Pius
XI of February 1929. Between the various images
we have a number of photographs of meetings
between Mussolini’s fascist government and
members of Catholic Church hierarchy,
photographs of the signing of the treaty, pictures
of the treaty itself, the first telegraphs from the
Pope to the then Italian King Vittorio Emanuele
III and a picture of a cardinal visiting a FIAT
automotive factory. From Gertrud Bing’s notes
we know that a provisional title for the plate
was: “Church and State. Spiritual power
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renouncing to secular power”28, an apt
summation of the treaty itself. The treaty
“solved” the so-called “Roman Question”
resolving the tension between the Italian state
and the papacy post the violent annexation of
church territories by the nascent Italian state in
the nineteenth century. The treaty gave the pope
political power over the Vatican City as an
independent state, acknowledging financial
compensation from the Italian government and
settling issues over tax regulation of the church’s
possessions. Most importantly, the treaty
secured the Church’s non-intervention in Italian
political matters in exchange for its
acknowledged position as state religion. What
does a documentary collage of such a historical
event have to do with an art historical project?
Warburg’s interest in Fascism, apart from its
obvious historical and personal dimension, was
recollected by a number of witnesses. Arnaldo
Momigliano reports an account of the
celebrations of the treaty given by Gertrud Bing:
There were in Rome tremendous popular
demonstrations [...] Mussolini became
overnight the ‘man of providence,’ and in
such an inconvenient position he remained
for many years. Circulation in the streets of
Rome was not very easy on that day, and it
so happened that Warburg disappeared
from the sight of his companions. They
anxiously waited for him back in the Hotel
Eden, but there was no sign of him for
dinner. Bing and others even telephoned
the police. But Warburg reappeared in the
hotel before midnight, and when he was
reproached he soberly replied something
like this in his picturesque German: ‘You
know that throughout my life I have been
interested in the revival of paganism and
pagan festivals. Today I had the chance of
my life to be present at the re-paganization
of Rome, and you complain that I remained
to watch it’ 29

Athens has constantly to be won back again
from Alexandria30
This short sentence refers to the migration
of classical figures that Warburg traced in his
studies; the examination of the frescoes in the
Schifanoja palace in Ferrara is a case in point.
These frescoes present the remains of 12
“plates” divided in three horizontal sections, or
tiers. Of these tiers, the upper presents a series
of allegories of Olympian deities in the form of
triumphs, whereas the lower presents the
depiction of historical events of the Ferrara
court remaining under the domain of such
concepts. Central (and not only for geometrical
reasons) in Warburg examinations was the
middle tier, that presented itself with a number
mysterious figures, three for each preserved
“plate”.
Without
following
Warburg’s
examination in all its complexity, we can surmise
that he had found the key to a group of frescoes
that until that time had remained mysterious.
This ‘key’ emerged from the evolution and
wanderings of classical imagery in Eurasian
culture. In his conference, Warburg focused on a
“middle tier” figure, that revealed himself as the
classical hero Perseus albeit completely
transfigured from classical depictions. Still, more
than the transfiguration of the classical motif,
what is really significant for Warburg is the
“travel” that such figure underwent, and how this
influenced its evolution. In Ferrara, Perseus
arrived as a Decan (it. Decano), an astrological
daemon that ruled over a third of each month,
under the dominance of one of the twelve major
astrological signs. Warburg summarized Perseus’
travels as follows:
The entire astral system of the middle
register can now be analyzed with certainty.
The firmament as described by the Greeks
was the base stratum on which the Egyptian
cult system of decans was established; this,
in turn, was overlaid by a layer of Indian
mythological adaptation before finding its
way, probably by way of Persia, into Arab
culture. Clouded still further by translation
into Hebrew and thence into French, the
Grecian firmament found its way into Pietro
d' Abano's Latin version of Abu Ma'sar and,
ultimately, into the monumental cosmology
of the Italian early Renaissance, in the form

The conquest of Rome by paganism echoes
a famous saying in that concludes Warburg’s
1920 study: Pagan-antique Prophecy in Words
and Images in the Age of Luther:

28
29

Kirche u. Staat. Geistliche Macht unter Verzicht auf weltliche.
Momigliano, Arnaldo, On Pagans, Jews and Christians, p. 92.

30

30

Warburg, Aby, Pagan-antique prophecy in Words and Images in the
age of Luther, p 650
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of those thirty-six mysterious figures in the
middle register of the frescoes in Ferrara 31.

widow’s child has fallen under the hoofs of
a Roman rider.33

Above we rediscover the Alexandria from
which we departed. Alexandria, in Warburg’s
dense lexicon, represents a mythological
perversion of the rational structures the Greeks
constructed. Warburg notes a few pages earlier:

The “Piety of Trajan”, is a brilliant example
of what Warburg called “energetic inversions” in
figurative art: with slight changes, the meaning
of certain figures becomes polarised. In this case
a pagan, Dionysian figure, is transfigured into an
exemplar of Christian piety. The emperor stops
and administers justice for a mother that has
lost her son. Similarly, Mussolini presented
himself (and was so defined by the pope) as the
“man sent by the Divine Providence”. Presenting
himself as a Roman Dux, the Duce (leader)
presented himself as the enlightened roman
emperor.
The reactivation of Paganism achieved by
fascism was not so much the factuality of its
imagery as much as what said imagery managed
to reactivate in its viewers. For Warburg, this is
not merely a psychological observation as much
as it is an insight into the intrinsic characteristic
of images qua images. The classical heritage
which fascism only more explicitly recalls, is a
perennial term of comparison for western
culture because of its privileged relation with
the
anthropological
Apollonian-Dionysian
polarity that characterizes mankind for
Warburg 34. In a more contemporary lexicon,
antiquity appeals to us because it somehow acts
as a term of comparison in the struggle between
the emotional and the rational (or between
pathos and ethos 35). The anthropological valence
of this opposition, and the pivotal role of
imagery, especially antique, was clearly stated
by Warburg in the same paragraph in which he
concluded the eternal struggle between Athens
and Alexandria:

The map of the fixed stars devised by
Aratus (around 300 B.C.) remains the
primary aid to astronomy [in the ancient
world]. In it, a rigorous Greek science has
intellectualized the animate creations of
the religious imagination and reduced them
to functioning mathematical points.
However, not even this teeming throng of
human figures, animals, and fabulous
monsters could supply enough hieroglyphs
of fate for the daily predictive needs of
Hellenistic astrology; and there arose a
retrogressive tendency to produce new,
polytheistic creations.32
This detour clarifies the complex matter of
the connection between fascism and paganism.
One of the main elements of fascist official
rhetoric and aesthetics was its constant
reference to a certain classicism, one of
detachment and grandeur, mediated by the
concept of Romanità [lit. Romeness], a stark
contrast to the frenzy and vitality that Warburg
witnessed in Rome. In Warburg’s terms, this
could be explained by the role played by
Christianity in the nature of Fascism. As Warburg
wrote more than once, Christianity was a force
that historically counterbalanced pagan pathos
pushing toward said dominance of frenzy to a
“less savage” stance. The Atlas introduction is
clear:
Even the Church had managed to lend the
self-glorification of the Trajan relief
Christian sentiment, by means of a legend
that was still alive in Dante. The famous
story of the pietà of the Emperor towards a
widow who was pleading for justice is
probably
the
subtlest
attempt
at
transforming imperial pathos into Christian
piety, through the energetic inversion of its
meaning; the Emperor, bursting out of the
inner relief, becomes an advocate of justice,
and bids his followers halt, because the
31
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and so, as we have seen, the spirit world of
antiquity was brought back to life by a kind
of polar functioning of the empathetic
pictorial memory. This was the age of Faust
[The Age of Luther], in which the modern
scientist – caught between magic practice
and cosmic mathematics – was trying to
insert the conceptual space of rationality
between himself and the object. Athens has
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constantly to be won back again from
Alexandria36
In our case, the fascist paganization of
Rome in 1929, Warburg saw that Alexandria
victorious, although the self-professed image of
Fascism seemed to point elsewhere. To
understand how this process was even possible,
we must return to one of the most significant
influences on Warburg’s theories before
progressing to the last plate of the atlas.

3. Friedrich Vischer and Plate 79
Friedrich Theodor Vischer (1807-1887),
father of Robert Vischer (1847 -1933) a now
almost forgotten Hegelian philosopher, wellrenowned in his day, exerted a significant
influence over thinkers such as Ernst Cassirer.
His short essay “Das Symbol” has been
considered probably the most important
theoretical piece in the development of
Warburg’s ideas37. Vischer’s theory of symbol
distinguishes between three forms of symbolism.
On one side he described magical or religious
symbols, in which images are one and the same
with their meaning. Vischer exemplifies such
symbolism with the image of the bull for certain
primitive cultures, in which it doesn’t mean
strength and virility, but actually embodies said
qualities and is ritually consumed as such.
Opposed to this he placed allegoric and
conventional signs in which meaning and image
stand in a purely arbitrary connection,
anticipating scientific symbolism. The middle
term between the two is the symbolism of poetry
and art, in which image and meaning are felt in
an ambiguous connection, related yet not really
identical: as Vischer exemplifies for the poet the
sunset is felt as ominous, although not
consciously identified as such.
The Christian Eucharist is a key example of
the dynamic between these forms of symbolism.
For Vischer, the Eucharist was a perfect example
of the ambiguity between magical and rational
symbolism. The Host could either be magically
“transformed” into the Flesh of Christ and then
eaten in a sacrificial ritual, or simply be a
conventional symbol to remember the Last
Supper, i.e. the original sacrifice. This was of
primary importance for Warburg, both due to the
historical significance of the theological debate

over transubstantiation and as a perfect
example of the overall nature of imagery as the
“product between religion and art”. In fact, in the
centre of Atlas plate 79 (fig. 02) we see the
sixteenth century fresco by Raphael, the Mass of
Bolsena, depicting the miracle in which the
Eucharist is said to have begun bleeding before
a sceptic priest, eliminating his doubts about the
sacrament. The issue of the presence of the
Christ in the Host is the key difference between
Protestantism and Catholicism. Catholicism
holds true the doctrine of Transubstantiation,
the literal transformation of the substance of
bread and wine during the performance of the
Eucharistic sacrament in actual flesh and blood
that maintains the accidents of bread and wine.
In the more variegated cosmos of the reform,
there are positions such as Consubstantiation
(the presence of both the substances after the
ritual) or variations of the sacrament seen as a
“commemoration” of the Last Supper and
nothing more. In his personal diary, in the
August of 1929 Warburg reported a conversation,
saying:
I am neither anti Catholic nor Protestant but
I could imagine (and wish for) a Christian
religion of the future which is Aware of the
function of the metaphoric “as” as a
problem to struggle with. What with all the
active “hoc meum corpus est” the North
fails to notice how the Catholic Church since
the time of the Mass of Bolsena is about to
rid itself of primitive magic38
The formulation “hoc meum corpus est”,
“this is my body”, is hinted in a page from a
Hamburg newspaper included in the plate
(fig.03). The page featured images of events
ranging from portraits of athletes to a portrait of
Pope Pius XI exhibiting a Monstrance. Warburg
defined it as a: “salad of images” and examined
it both jokingly and seriously in a celebration for
the assignments of three doctorates in 1929. He
stated:
I ask myself: does this swimmer know what
a monstrance is? Does this brawniest – I do
not refer to his person but to his type –
need to know the meaning of that
symbolism which is rooted in the paganism
and which provoked such strong resistance
in the North that Europe was split in half?
[...] The brutal juxtaposition shows that the
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cheerful hoc meum corpus est can be set
beside the tragic hoc est corpus meum
without this discrepancy leading to an
outcry against such barbarous breach of
decorum 39
The relationship between the cheerful hoc
meum corpus est and the tragic hoc est corpus
meum is not simply one of opposition. Both
signify “this is my body”, whereas the latter, the
tragic, is the formula utilized during the Catholic
Mass as part of the transubstantiation ritual,
that in which the Monstrance is actually
exposed. The former expression has the same
literal meaning, but its tone exhibits a
celebration of the shown body. The tragedy of
the Monstrance is its being part of a ritual
sacrifice: that of Christ being consumed by his
believers.
Similarly, the athletes are somehow also
connected to these forms of mythical thinking as
well, as for Warburg, they are descendants of
antique monsters and prodigies. The (possible)
mythical dimension behind even the modern
resurgence of monsters is indicated in a letter to
Mary Hertz dated 13 February 1924, in which
Warburg writes of pictures of Mussolini carrying
a lioness as a pet:
Behind this there is something eminently
[mimic] pagan: the tamed monster (in a
[domesticated] miniature) as an extension
and increase of the personality; an imperial
Triumph 40
Returning to the newspaper page, we can
conclude that both the Catholic Mass and the
athletes refer to a mythical origin. The athlete is
simply a more modernized (although amnesiac)
element of said primitive ritualism compared to
the Monstrance of Catholicism (which is in turn a
modernized, yet still ambiguous, take on
primitive sacrifices). As a matter of fact, the
common etymological root of Monstrance [Ger.
Monstranz] and monster betrays this shared
mythical ancestry.
The figures in this page are all in a sense
“Monstrances”, although more or less aware of
their mythical and sacrificial origin (hence the
bad taste of the mixture). Consequently, in their
pictorial nature, they express the pure form of
39
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mythical orientation (i.e. the pure factuality of
mythical symbolism) that, as such, can be
“reactivated” in its pathos without proper
awareness of its original nature.
Warburg
witnessed
this
mythical
undercurrent in the fascist re-enactment of
classical antiquity: in the triumphs of the Duce.
In the fascist hoc meum corpus est, he saw the
primordial sacrifice resurfacing, the Dionysian
frenzy reappearing through its taming via
classical, grandiose, forms. It is not the case that
in plate 79, close to the mass of Bolsena and the
“salad of images”, Warburg showed images of
Japanese ritual self-sacrifices. We can say in fact
that the Lateran Treaty “sanctioned” the
exchange between the immanent and the
transcendent, the bodily and the spiritual.
However, in doing so, it split them respectively
between State and Church, with Mussolini acting
as the living, embodied connection between the
two. In this sense, Fascist power via its exhibition
of physicality, made a “Monstrance” of the body
qua body, i.e. incorporated in its political power
the structures of religious sacrifices, without
themselves being religious sacrifices. Japanese
self-sacrifices carry these premises to the
extreme, as the practice of actual sacrifice is
explicitly prescribed as a social norm.

4. Symbol and Allegory
One can ask then, if this connection of
sacrifice and society is not merely a speculative
connection, and even so, how it relates with our
problem, namely that of political imagery. We
anticipated that the notion of embodiment
connects these terms is, but we haven’t detailed
how this connection works or its significance. An
instrument to undertake such an investigation
was offered by the schematizations offered by
Jacques Maritain in his Sign and Symbol (Signe et
Symbole) conference at the Warburg Institute in
193541. Following Warburg Maritain also refers to
Vischer’s essay on symbols, in part expanding it,
moving from the notion of Eucharist toward the
general one of Sacrament, while criticizing its
understanding of the Eucharist. Furthermore,
Maritain
anticipates
the
“symptomatic”
understanding of Warburg (inspired by Freud)
that later commentators such as Didi-Huberman
identified Edgar Wind’s statement, that
Warburg’s scholarship can be summarized as
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Vischer applied historically 42 offers a first
approximation of the matters at stake in this
paper; namely, an understanding of history akin
to Vic o’s sense and an attempt to sketch a
theory of signs based on transcendental
conditions of experience. In general terms,
Maritain’s account of our use of signs is an
attempt to answer the question of how
transcendentalism accounts for evolution,
describing in fact the theoretical field of
Warburg’s historical investigations. Maritain’s
definition of signs is that of classical Scholastic
thought: Signum est id quod repræsentat aliud a
se potentiæ cognoscenti 43: A sign is that which
presents something different from itself to
cognition. Although the scholastic understanding
of signs has been already critically assessed in
its claims 44, Maritain presents this definition as
the framework for a dialectic understanding of
signification, in which the nature of reference is
understood not solely as a form of connection
between two objects (sign and referent) through
signification, but as an ontological relation as
well. In other words, the signification involves a
problematic ontological status per se not solely
under certain conditions (e.g. primitive namemagic): a typical example of this ambiguity is
what is usually named an Index, something
Maritain also utilizes, namely that of smoke
signifying fire. He implicitly asks: how does the
relation between these two objects interest, if it
does, the signification process? It is from this
perspective that Maritain’s analysis of the
different possibilities of signification proves
fruitful, as an attempt to systematize these
relations from an ontological point of view,
through the understanding of their relations
with the cognitive faculties of human beings. The
“historicization” of these faculties, hinted by
Wind through his note on Vischer, is the
prospective which allows us to properly
understand how mankind expresses (consciously
or otherwise) in its signs its own selfunderstanding and that of its position in the
cosmos. Maritain’s theoretical position allows us
to better understand the connection between
embodiment and myth. With to the latter,
understood as a state of civilization, he wrote:

This is an inferior state but is in no way
despicable. It is a human state, but belongs
to the infancy of humanity, a fertile state
through which we have had to pass. Under
this regime humanity has enriched itself
with many vital truths, a number of which
were perhaps lost when it passed to man's
estate. These truths were known by way of
dream or instinct and by actual
participation in the thing known-as if the
light of intelligence, before it had become
condensed into stars and solar systems
separating daylight from darkness, were
existing in a diffused form in the knowledge
which the bee has of the world of flowers.45
As a matter of fact, from a genetic point of
view, only a number of the truths found in our
“inferior state” are lost, and what changes in
general is the way in which these are known, not
the facticity of their existence. Our embodiment
relies on these truths, which, as we will see,
Maritain founds on a transcendental imaginative
condition. From this premise we can move to the
“one or two sketchy suggestions” that Maritain
offered in regard to “a philosophical theory of
signs” and the nature of “magical signs”. Maritain
lays out a number of distinctions (at the same
time historical and a-temporal) derived from
Scholastic philosophy under which signs can be
classified. He indicates these following
polarities:
- Natural signs and Conventional signs
- Practical signs and Speculative signs
- Instrumental signs and Formal signs
- Logical and Magical signs
- Direct and inverted signs
These are not simply traits that can be
applied to an object considered as a sign and
then classified in a clear-cut fashion. More
properly these oppositions define the
fragmented borders which a sign transgresses
under different forms of consideration, both in
the sense of its role in communication and its
ontological status. The first pair of terms deals
with this duplicity: Natural signs are signs which
are better known as signs for something (such as
the typical example of smoke for fire, and the
concept of something for such thing). This
relation (being better known and thus making
the thing known in return), says Maritain, is an
ontological one expressed by the metaphysical
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tenet of consubstantiality between intelligibility
and being (verum et ens conventur [sic])46
Consequently, conventional signs are those
whose relation with their object is not based on
ontological proximity.
This distinction also serves Maritain as a
means of identifying a fundamental distinction
in our problematic, that is between Efficient
causation and objective (or formal) one. As a
sign, even if it is a natural sign, qua sign, is never
an efficient cause of signification. A sign:
Makes known only in so far as it takes the
place of the thing signified; it makes known
only in so far as it takes the place of the
object in the cognitive faculty and so render
it present to that faculty, and therefore in
so far as it occurs in the same line of
causality as the object (formal causality) 47
The confusion between this notion of
formal causality as opposed with the efficient
one is at the origin of magical thought, to which I
return later. Prior to this we must examine
another distinction significant to our topic; the
one between speculative and practical signs.
Maritain writes:
The ancients divided signs into speculative
signs and practical signs because of the
fundamental division of the functions of the
intellect into speculative and practical
functions. The good for the speculative
intellect is the truth pure and simple ; the
good for the practical intellect is the truth
as leading to right action; in one way or
another practical intellect presupposes will;
its object in so far as it is known is
something to be brought into existence and
made concrete in action. 48
If the distinction between natural and
conventional signs deals with the relationship
between the signified (understood as an object)
and the sign, this one deals with the interaction
between sign and subject under the distinction
of the practical behaviour. Again, the sign is not
an efficient cause of action; the intellect is not
transformed into “a nervous motor influx” by the
signs, neither is the sign itself, but:
It [the sign] is active, not as a thing which
itself causes or operates something, but as

a thing which leads or directs the operation
which produces or causes the thing
signified. At the top of the class of practical
signs, as a unique case of great eminence,
we find the sacrament. 49
Although Maritain’s practical sign par
excellence is the sacrament, simpler practical
signs are, among others: those that express
intention such as gestures or facial expressions
(which are natural signs) and traffic signs, rites
and formalized oaths (that are conventional).
The practical dimension of these signs is their
relation with the will of the subject through
his/her intellect. For example, if I see someone
frightened in another room, as a practical sign
that might cause caution while entering the
room, or express call for help. There is no direct
causation, but a connection between one thing
(the expression) and another (the course of
action).
Now, how does this relates to sacraments,
and why sacraments are practical signs “of great
eminence”?
For Maritain, sacraments are practical signs
connected with the action of “inner
sanctification” of the subject. He distinguishes
between Hebrew sacraments: (“sacraments of
the Ancient Law”) circumcision, Passover,
expiations and Aaron’s priestly unction among
others, and Christian (“new law”), the supreme
example being the Eucharist. The difference
between the two, writes Maritain, is that in the
latter, through the priest’s ritual words, the
Eucharist nature as sign becomes joined by that
For
Maritain,
Vischer
of
causality 50.
misunderstood the nature of the Eucharist, as no
process of identification is takes place, since it is
instead an instrument in God’s process of
sanctification.
This position, however, is questionable in
the sense that it relies on Maritain’s Faith. In this
sense, a more balanced position can be
produced by generalizing the terms Maritain
expresses for the “old law” sacraments: “they are
practical signs which signify sanctification but do
not themselves effect it”51.
We can then understand sacraments as
being the contact between the immanence of
transcendence (which, we will later see, means
49
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that they are the point of contact between
subjects and their community as a whole). From
a purely theoretical point of view, we can,
consequentially, sketch a distinction between
practical signs and mythico-magical ones;
practical signs as understood only as such and
practical signs understood as sacraments from a
believer’s point of view. It should be noted
though, that this detachment from myth, from
efficient transcendent causality, simultaneously
expresses, a shift in paradigm (between
antiquity and modernity) and in style (from
Classical – either Reinassance one- to Baroque):
It [the Renaissance] was also eventually
eclipsed by the processes central to its
emergence: allegorisation, rationalisation,
mathematisation.52
Early on in his essay, Maritain offers a
curious definition of symbol that allows a deeper
investigation of the pivotal nature of sacraments
in this process:
Every image is not a sign, and every sign is
not an image. For the image (which "
proceeds from another as from its principle
and in the likeness of that other ") may be
of the same nature and of the same
ontological status as the other (the Son is
the image, not the sign, of his Father). And
many signs are not images (smoke is not
the image of fire, nor is a cry the image of
pain). We might define a symbol as a signimage (at the same time both "Bild" and
"Bedeutung"), a sensible thing 53
We should bear in mind then that images
can be signs in the natural sense. The sacrament
as well is defined as a symbol:
Since it [the sacrament] is something
external and sensible which signifies an
effect of inner sanctification to be
produced, it is a conventional sign based in
fact on a certain analogy (a practical
symbol) 54

images through the prism of mythical-magical
symbolism. To explain this, Maritain introduces
the fundamental notion of state. For him, there
are two states, or functional rules, in which signs,
and the ontological relation with the signified,
are experienced, namely: intellect and
imagination, which refer to logical and magical
signs respectively. From the perspective
undertaken here, we should already know that
“magical” doesn’t refer to the practices typically
indicated by the term. It refers in fact to the
embodied dimension of experience, a dimension
that is more akin to biology than anything else,
to the point that it can be used to describe the
life of non-human animals:
They [animals] live in a kind of magical
world ; biologically united to nature, they
use signs which belong to a psychic regime
which is entirely imaginative. 55
What distinguishes us from animal is that
they don’t perceive the relation of signification,
which Maritain defines as having an idea. A
similar condition is at work for human beings in
which primitive mind is under the nocturnal
domain of imagination, as opposed to the solar
one of intellect, thus causing the use of signs
proper of actual mythical-magical belief. What
for Maritain distinguishes them from sacraments
is that for him:
The sacramental sign is concerned with
religion in the logical state.56
Following Maritain’s work, this means the
logical experience of a transcendent event and
consequently, following our derived scheme,
means understanding the ambiguity between
the mythical understanding of signs under the
realm of effective causes, and its rational one,
under the realm of as if:
He [the primitive man] adheres en bloc to
symbol and thing symbolized; he finds in
them in an indivisible way an image or
likeness of truth, an equivalent, an als ob of
truth, without his having separated off for
itself the notion of truth. In the same way a
child believes a story, believes in Alice's
adventures in Wonder- land; if you wake
him up and drag him out of the world of
imagination he knows very well that little
girls do not go down rabbit-holes. But

What compensates for the image aspect of
the sacrament in Maritain’s account? Given our
previous generalization of his take on
sacraments, that excludes the appeal to an
actual deity, the solution for us cannot be
anything other than that of understanding
52
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primitive man does not wake up. He has not
yet been dragged away from the world of
imagination in which he was nurtured,
which made him familiar with the whole of
nature and without which he could not face
the relentless severity of his existence as a
cave-dweller at war with the beasts. He
lives in the world of make-believe. 57
Here then, even the strong ontological
notion of natural sign is rendered dialectic: given
this make-believe based on embodiment,
without a strongly established metaphysical
reality, what constitutes the being that can be
known is hard to pin down, if not, in the end,
impossible. The possible narratives with which
mankind faces the Dionysian multiply and
overlap, but never reach conclusion or final
definition. As a matter of fact, one example of
pure sign given by Maritain is that of the
recollection of memory:
The Scholastic philosophers call these kinds
of sign formal signs, and we might equally
well call them intentional: they are things
whose whole essence is to signify; [...] -in
other words, in order to exercise their
function as signs they are known not in
"appearing"
as
objects,
but
in
"disappearing"
before
the
object.
Recollection, the mental form preserved in
the memory, is not that which is known
when we remember, it is the mere means by
which we directly know the past event. [...]
Signs of this kind are mere projections
("intentions") of the mind towards the
object. In this irreducibly original universe
which is the universe of knowledge they
realize in a unique manner the ideal of the
perfect sign and the perfect image; they are
natural signs and natural images, and they
are pure signs and pure images.58
Yet, as we have anticipated with the notion
of the Eucharist, memory’s revival is not a direct
process, proceeding through polarizations and
recombination, whose only constant is the
dynamic between the imaginative obscurity and
intellectual clarification. Consequently, we can
better understand what is at stake in symbolic
knowledge. Symbols, especially religious ones,
have a privileged relation with the cosmos, due
to their empathic connection created via the rule
57
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of imagination, connections that can either be
spiritualized into higher forms of religiosity or
debased into superstition and fear. As a process,
this is at work in every form of signification: the
gift of the loved one can be either a beloved
memento to refer as if the loved one, or a fetish
of him/her, in case such connection is not
brought under the “solar domain of the
intellect”. In the words of Matthew Rampley:
What I mean by this is that the image, as a
symbol of the empathic projection onto the
other, itself becomes the empathized other.
The symbolic representation loses its
symbolic quality, the distinction between
the image and its symbolized object is
collapsed, and the image is subject to the
same empathic identification as its
represented object. 59
What distinguishes religious symbols,
sacraments, from other signs is their ability to
touch the deepest nature of human beings
connecting them to the whole of the cosmos, as
we will see in the next section. First however, a
clarification of an argument we briefly
anticipated, namely the shift in paradigm toward
modernity, both theoretically and stylistically is
required. As Rampley wrote:
I argued that the study of the emergence of
allegory from the symbol during the
Renaissance is central to Warburg, for
whom this process denotes the emergence
of a distinctly "modern" cultural sensibility
predicated on a logical- dissociative order
of representation.60
Allegory in this framework is the negation of
the symbolic unity which the religious sacrament
offers. The symbol connects to a transcendent
realm, the allegory is the expressive means of
mankind when it has lost such connection. In
Benjamin’s terms, the opposition between
allegory and symbol is expressed via a well
known metaphor:
Whereas in the symbol destruction
idealized and the transfiguring face
nature is fleetingly revealed in the light
redemption, in allegory the observer
confronted with the facies hippocratica
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history
as
landscape61

a

petrified,

primordial

The symbol connects with the transcendent
dimension as we saw with Maritain. In general
terms, it works as the connection between the
microcosm and macrocosm, assuming the latter
as ordered and perfected, derived from a
transcendent reality. Vice versa, with the notion
of the facies hippocratica Benjamin is describing
such order as broken. The facies hippocratica (a
notion, as the name betrays, described by
Hippocrates at first) is the visage of death that is
glimpsed through an unhealthy body, which the
physician can (and must) catch in order to cure
the patient, or certify his/her hopeless
condition. This decay is described more explicitly
in the famous thesis on history number IX, in
which the figure of the “Angel of history” is
introduced:
A Klee painting named "Angelus Novus"
shows an angel looking as though he is
about to move away from something he is
fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring,
his mouth is open, his wings are spread.
This is how one pictures the angel of
history. His face is turned toward the past.
Where we perceive a chain of events, he
sees one single catastrophe which keeps
piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it
in front of his feet. The angel would like to
stay, awaken the dead, and make whole
what has been smashed. But a storm is
blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in
his wings with such violence that the Angel
can no longer close them. This storm
irresistibly propels him into the future to
which his back is turned, while the pile of
debris before him grows skyward. This
storm is what we call progress.” 62
The sight that sees allegories is a sight that
occurs after the catastrophe, when its aversion is
already impossible. Thus it is a sight that sees
only the fragments and from such a position acts
towards redemption. In general terms, the
condition of the modern man is better captured
by the allegory, because it reflects mankind’s
quest for signification and displacement.
However, Warburg’s judgement on the baroque
allegory is, at least partially negative. Whereas
Benjamin saw the return to symbols as
61
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257-8
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impossible (again, we must primarily “organize
pessimism”), Warburg, although familiar with the
depths at which humanity could steep, still
considered the catastrophe yet to come, or at
least that could be effaced. His Stamp design of
1926 was entitled Idea Vincit. Similarly, the
cosmos envisioned in his Lecture on the Images
of the Pueblo Indians, citing it as becoming lost,
yet still something to look to, was a cosmos of
symbolic distance, not solely logical. Again, in
The Theatrical Costumes for the Intermedi of 1589
the allegory is explicitly stylistically refused in
favour of a style that appeals more to the
viewers emotions than their knowledge 63. In this
he followed Goethe’s the classical understanding
of Allegory that Benjamin attempted to criticize:
that of allegory as an artificial, disembodied and
partial sign, the opposite of symbol.
The better comparison between Warburg’s
and Benjamin take on Allegory is given by their
opposing interpretation of the work that
embodies the spirit that engenders the “allegoric
impulse”, namely Dürer’s Melancholia I.
Benjamin described this engraving representing:
The utensils of active life are lying around
unused on the floor, as objects of
contemplation 64
Proper of a mournful spirit, unable to work,
victim of acedia. For Warburg:
The malignant, child-devouring planetary
god [Saturn], whose cosmic contest with
another planetary ruler seals the subject’s
fate, is humanized and metamorphosed by
Dürer into the image of the thinking,
working human being.65
In Warburg, the notion of allegory is
connected with fragmentation and modernity,
through baroque, but this is dismissed as a dead
end both practically and stylistically 66, because
of its stylistic limits (it is disconnected from the
vital embodiment, as the body as an allegoric
fragment is a corpse, as Benjamin rightfully
notes67). It is significant that his opposition to
the mournful spirit of the allegorist is presented
through the image of a working human being. As
63

Warburg, Aby The Theatrical Costumes for the Intermedi of 1589, p.
368 ff.
64
Benjamin, Walter, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, p. 140
65
Warburg, Aby Pagan-antique prophecy in Words and Images in the
age of Luther, p. 644
66
Cfr. Johnson, Christopher D., Memory, metaphor and Aby Warburg’s
Atlas of images, pp. 86-7
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a matter of fact, it is this notion that allows us to
move toward this concept and then conclude our
tour de force: as we will see, the practical reason
Warburg envisioned, was one that transformed
sacrifice into work.

5. Sacrifice, Distance
This will not be an examination of the more
psychological elements of sacrifice as much as a
brief understanding of its theoretical role in
Warburg’s thought. In a diary he stated:
“The Eucharist as ‘dance’ in primitive
culture (Cassirer)”68
The Lecture on the images from the Region
of the Pueblo Indians of North America contains
Warburg’s most famous example of Warburg’s
reflection on the role of primitive dance.
Referring to the ritual dances of the
Mesoamerican populations he visited, he wrote:
The elementary form of emotional release
through Indian magical practice may strike
the layman as a characteristic unique to the
primitive wildness, of which Europe knows
nothing. And yet, two thousand years ago, in
the very cradle of our own European
culture, in Greece, cultic habits were in
vogues which in crudity and perversity far
surpass what we have seen among the
Indians. In the orgiastic cult of Dionysus, for
example, the Maenads danced with snakes
in one hand and wore live serpents as
diadems in their hair, holding in their other
the animal that was to be ripped to pieces
in the ascetical sacrificial dance in honour
of the god. In contrast with the dance of the
Moki Indians of today, blood sacrifice in the
state of frenzy is the culmination and

68

Quoted in: Schoell-Glass, Charlotte, The Last Plates of Warburg's
Picture Atlas Mnemosyne, p. 201 – I’m not sure here if Warburg,
referring to Cassirer, is referring to the latter’s Language and Myth, in
which wrote (pp. 165-6): “Accordingly, certain Indian tribes are said to
use one and the same word for “dancing” and “working”—not,
obviously, because the intuitive difference between both activities
does not immediately impose itself upon them, but because dance and
field work essentially serve for them the same purpose of caring for
life. For the growth and prosperity of the crops depends, for them,
even more than on the prompt and proper cultivation of the fields, on
the correct execution of their dances, of their magic and religious
ceremonies. The fusion of names, of linguistic concepts, results from
such weaving together of activities. When the Christian sacrament of
the Eucharist was made known to them, the natives of the Swan River
in Australia even named it a dance; what becomes apparent, again, is
to what extent a unity may be posed by language in spite of radical
differences or even complete disparity between intuitive contents, so
long as the contents are seen as corresponding, as being in
accordance with one another in their teleological “sense”—here,
according to their signification as cult”

fundamental significance of the religious
dance 69
The serpent, present wherever mankind
“searches for redemption”, is an “image and
explanation for causation”. We saw already how
symbols interact with our imagination. In the
Greek cult of Dionysus, this connection is
brought to the extreme with the Sacrifice of the
snake, the Sparagmos, in the culmination of the
dance. In this, as Nietzsche illustrated, the god
made himself present to the crowd. In other
words, the cult is a way to dominate the
impulses that compose our more animalistic,
Dionysian, nature, through a form of taming or
appeasing towards and through it. This is
distinguished from mere animality as:
The sacrifice is the point not only at which
the profane and the sacred touch, but at
which they permeate one another
indissolubly. 70
At once structuring our cosmos and our
inhabiting it:
In the eating of the flesh of the totem
animal the unity of the clan, its relationship
with its totemic ancestor, is restored as a
sensuous and corporeal unity; we may say
that in this feast it is restored forever
anew.71
In this sense, one can argue that if the
Greek cults, at the origin of western civilization
didn’t managed to tame these impulses
completely, thus condemning us to constantly
facing the risk of the fall into madness (and even
bloodshed), testified by the endless symbolic
travel that the snake has made up to our days,
and that Warburg briefly sketched in his
conference, what the Pueblo and Hopi Indians
achieved, was extraordinary, as the snake neither
died, nor hurts its handlers. If we assume the ahistorical point of view that originally spurred
Warburg to visit the Pueblo Indians, what kind of
civilization could have engendered such a
refined take on symbolic matters?
Before getting lost in fantasies, we should
return to the western tradition under
examination here. Warburg sketched this history
of the West dealing with the Greek sacrifice. In
69
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an early fragment quoted by Gombrich he gave
us a very peculiar scheme, that, in a sense
anticipates Max Weber and is even more
surprising
given
the
overlap
between
anthropology and transcendental thought that
we have examined and that is highlighted here:
Personal gods whose power makes itself
felt in an arbitrary and inarticulable way sacrifices for particular ends
(A)One personal god, ruling steadily, angry
but can be reconciled – clearly prescribed
and regular sacrifices

horizon of sense, proceeding from the
concreteness of experience. From this condition
reason
“spiritualizes”
such
connections,
transforming them into scientific and impersonal
ones that can be described as “autonomous”
and yet not detached completely, from said
pathos. We saw an example of this “eternal
seesaw” with the movement from astrology to
astronomy and back. The enlightenment phase
of this is process is brilliantly summarized by
Cassirer in: The form of concept in mythical
thinking:
The transition to this way of thinking was
only possible after number itself had been
transformed from signifying the mere
number of things into the functional
number of the analysis of the infinite.
Astrology was not yet familiar with number
in this new and crucial signification. It used
number not to express the laws of change
but to express and hold fast to the
similarities and analogies between the
structures of things, between the various
regions of being. The constant numerical
relationships that pervade all being and
events thus become the means to sublate
all apparent divisions and particularities of
being into a single basic form of the
universe. 75

(B)Christ, God is love. Rejection of St. Paul:
the crudely sensuous aspect of sacrifice:
sacrifice and ceremony (the law) eliminated
from daily life, what remains is prayer and a
few ceremonies, baptism, Eucharist
(C) God is within us: daily work the same as
divine service72
As the sacrifice, being a symbol and
sacrament, reconnects the subject with the
totality, what distinguishes the degrees of this
evolution is the degree of “abbreviation” 73 from
the original, pathos-laden religiosity to a form of
internalized religiosity that is expressed in a
neutral space (working).
Yet again, abbreviation still points to
mimetic experiencing: we fear death even in a
jungle or in New York. Consequently, the
solutions that deviate from this process of
enlightenment can always attach themselves to
our embodied imagination. Writing in regard to
the superstitious use of images and astrological
presages in the fight between Luther and the
Catholic Church, Warburg noted that:
It has long been established that the
Roman arts of divination bore a direct
connection, by way of Etruria, with the divinatory
techniques of Babylon. That this connection
remained so much alive as to span the interval
between Asarhaddon and the Emperor
Maximilian, over two thousand years, was due
partly to the efforts of scholarly antiquaries but
overwhelmingly to the inner, primeval
compulsive human need to establish a mythical
causation 74
The role of mythical causation is the
creation of connections, the construction of a

Yet this process is not one way. As
embodied perception is a necessary element in
our orientation, we constantly have to deal with
the pathos that gives rise to mythical thinking, as
it interacts with our rational thought. As Warburg
quotes Goethe: “Superstition is simply the use of
false means to a true end” 76, and the forms of
possible superstition are as numerous as the
connections our imagination can make, as well
as the possible spiritualizations of those
connections. The different expressions of British
and Fascist Propaganda are exemplary in this,
particularly in tapping into the classical visual
antiquity. As Warburg noted, the King of England
could present himself as the god Neptune in a
nineteenth century stamp (fig. 04) because such
self-depiction resonated with the a-historical
pathos behind it. However, differently from
Fascism, this example had a peculiar character
of detachment-yet-closeness that fascist
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iconography lacked. Gombrich
Warburg’s reflections on this:

described

symbol of the symbol, through Mussolini’s
axe. 79

Warburg was delighted to find a ruler of his
own day still tapping the inherent force of
this ancient symbol on a postage stamp.
The stamp of Barbados showed the King of
England riding on a chariot drawn by seamonsters, in imitation of a similar image on
the seal of Charles II. Here was another
chain leading back across the centuries and
showing the continued vitality of classical
coinages.
Moreover,
in
Warburg’s
interpretation, this stamp obeyed the true
laws of symbolism, that of keeping its
metaphorical distance. It does not pretend
to reality: it is shown in grisaille, the
equivalent in visual terms of the quotation
mark in language. The king never pretends
to be Neptune. He only compares his power
with that of the old god. This, in Warburg’s
cryptic terms, may be regarded as a
“dynamic symbol with metaphoric distance
achieved through archaeologizing mnemic
catharsis77

Again, with is cryptic writing, Warburg is
offering us at once an historical, factual
evaluation and a theoretical one. The notion of
distance here is fundamental, as it is the one
that spiritualizes “myth” and allows to go from
the subject of the “malignant, child-devouring
planetary god” to the “working human being”,
the human beings that doesn’t fall for fascism’s
sacrificial frenzy. The same introduction to
Mnemosyne opens with the following line:

This use of the stamp is a perfect example
of what we described as a practical sign,
commanding a form of respect from its viewers
through an “as if” understood as such. Here the
heritage of antiquity acted as a “black box” in
which a community’s expressive needs and selfunderstanding achieved a symbolic realization,
because of the reactivated connection to our ahistorical embodiment, still under the realm of
fiction understood as fiction. The same could not
be said for Fascism’s retrograde re-enactment of
antiquity. Both England and Italy tapped into the
same mnemonic “figurative archive”, but where
the English ruler saw himself as if Neptune,
Mussolini saw himself being the “man of divine
providence” (and the crowds that Warburg
witnessed clearly accepted this vision). As
Warburg tersely wrote in 1927 it is “Neptune’s
chariot versus Axe”78 referring to the Fascist’s
party logo. Warburg couldn’t have been clearer
when he wrote of the axe of Fascism in 1927:

The conscious creation of distance between
oneself and the external world can
probably be designated as the founding act
of human civilization. 80
To the “closeness” that characterizes
pathos and mythical thought, Warburg opposes
another concept derived from classical wisdom,
i.e. the concept of Sophrosyne, of temperance,
prudence.
As we saw already with the astronomyastrology opposition, for Warburg the scientist is
the one trying to “insert the conceptual space of
rationality between himself and the object”. This
conceptual space of rationality is a translation of
“Denkraum der Besonnenheit”, which would be
literally the “thought-space of Sophrosyne”. The
term Besonnenheit translates the Greek
philosophical concept of Sophrosyne and, as
Gombrich wrote, also means “Restraint,
Warburg’s
primary
detachment,
poise.”81
investigation of Besonnenheit was his work on
Francesco Sassetti, a Renaissance merchant and
friend of Lorenzo de’Medici, for whom said
prudence acted as a guide in his mercantile
endeavours. In this text, examining Sassetti’s ex
libris from his copy of Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics, Warburg wrote:
In these pages lay the resurrected
philosophy of antiquity, brought to Florence
by Argyropulos himself, a Greek exile, who
succeeded in arousing great enthusiasm for
the precious treasures of authentic Greek
learning. [...] Aristotle’s ethical teaching,
with its equation of ethical happiness with
virtuous energy, fortified the individual
courage of early Renaissance man; at the

Metaphoric distance [is] destroyed through
the immediacy of the violence in the

79
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same time, however, to those more
conservative temperaments who shrank
from the pretensions of individualism,
Argylopoulos’s
words
offered
an
opportunity to pursue in the name of
Aristotle – as Rucellai and Ficino pursued in
that of Plato – a middle Way, pace e tregua
(peace and truce), between antique and
Christian ethics.82
In Aristotelian terms then we could say that
the Denkraum of Sophrosyne is the space in
which the right mean83 between excesses is
achieved for the conservation of “practical
wisdom”84. Thus, the opposition of Neptune
against the axe should not be read as an
opposition between reason and pathos, but as
an opposition between the balance of pathos
and form against an imbalance toward the
former. As we have seen, between pathos and
ethos, whose imbalance would disrupt (as it did)
the community, bringing back an unchecked
need for sacrifice, and overall, a pathos-laden
state of experience.
The axe doesn’t allow for a balancing of the
forces in the subject and consequently for a
controlled release of pathos. It furthermore
prevents reflection and reason and making
space for the return of sacrifices. As SchoellGlass interprets it85, the presence of anti-Jewish
propaganda (the representation of Jews
desecrating the Holy Host) in plate 79 is a
reminder of the pathological need for sacrifice
They acted as justifications (due to the Jews’ sin)
for the frenzied unreason that ran underneath
the classic-esque forms of fascist symbolism,
and that was close to finding a dramatic
realization in the upcoming years in Europe.

6. Conclusions
One of the major difficulties in Warburg’s
scholarship is to extract more general principles
from his unique researches, especially those
outside of art history. It is no surprise that as the
“founder” of a method, art historians look to
Panofsky more than Warburg. And the
differences are massive: if for the former a
“pathos formula”, as Agamben summarized,
designates an “indissoluble intertwining of an
82
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emotional charge and an iconographic formula
in which it is impossible to distinguish between
form and content” 86, the latter is the father of
the “principle of disjunction”, which explicitly
states that:
whenever in the high and later Middle Ages
a work of art borrows its form from a
classical model, this form is almost
invariantly invested with a non-classical,
normally Christian, significance; whenever,
in the high and later Middle Ages borrows
its theme from classical poetry, legend,
history or mythology, this theme is quite
invariantly presented in a non-classical,
normal, contemporary form 87
In other words, for Panofsky, the study of
early modern art history is based systematically
on the separation of form and content. It is clear
that, from a systematic perspective, Panofsky’s
principle proves infinitely more productive than
Warburg’s way of proceeding. As a matter of fact,
Warburg himself posed some arbitrary borders
to his own investigation, i.e. the heritage of
classical antiquity on Renaissance art, in order
to impose some order on his intuitions. And yet,
those borders were broken more than once, as
this paper shown. In a sense, however, these
breaches show that Warburg’s scholarship can
be productive for understanding various aspects
of human life intertwined with our artistic
production rather than simply understanding art
as a recipient for said aspects as a content 88,
being instead an encounter of practical
behaviour and symbolic expression.
With this paper I’ve tried to highlight how
Warburg’s personal take on the DionysianApollonian polarity could prove significant in the
analysis of imagery, beyond the historical limits
of Warburg’s research. An example of these
breaches “looking backward” is perfectly
summarized by Matthew Rampley, as he noticed
that, given “late medieval realism” and
“classicizing language of Dionysian pathos”
“functional isomorphism”, a similar framework
could be used to investigate pre-renaissance art
in the way Hans Belting did through its
connections
with
magical-representative
thought 89.
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A last example of political imagery will
clarify this point, especially in regard to its use in
later imagery instead. In his essay on Luther and
the process of spiritualization, carried out from
catholic mythical-magical thinking, Warburg
reports the different sides of the debate
interpreting monstrous births and astronomical
phenomena as signs of the impeding
catastrophe brought forth by the opposing party.
He wrote:
This is really a “Natural Horror Sensation
Late Extra”, written to serve immediate
political ends. Brandt had every right to
point to even more ancient and venerable
antecedents: for this up-to-the-minute
sensation of his was already there, in
cuneiform script, on the clay tablets of
Assyria. We know that in the mid-seventh
century B.C. the augur Nergal-etir informed
Prince Asarhaddon of the birth of a pig with
eight legs and two tails; on the strength of
this, he prophesied that the prince would
accede to the throne, and added that the
butcher Uddanu had salted the creature
away, evidently to preserve it for the
dynastic archive90
This kind of imagery can evoke powerful
energies, to use Warburg’s emphatic lexicon. In
the case of its use by Sassetti, as a selfrevitalization, these drove the merchant to a
powerful yet controlled drive toward his
economic goals: Fortune has been tamed and
transformed into a positive element in the
merchant’s life, guided by his prudence. In the
case in exam, by contrast, the use of said
mythical
energies,
even
for
basically
“enlightened scopes”, the lack of said prudence
prompted Warburg to clearly express his fears
and embarrass. As he wrote:

vicious controversy and to overthrow the ritual
dominance of the Catholic Church in one single
stroke, Warburg realized all too well the limits of
such a use of imagery. As a matter of fact, it’s not
the existence of such imagery that is
problematic, rather the anti-progressive and
judge-clouding pathos that is evoked by a
certain use of them. In the end, if the pathosladen image of a pig can serve the greater
scheme of enlightenment once, the same
emotional energy, with a polar inversion can be
the undoing of such progress.
In this regard, I believe I have proved that
Warburg has a place in Agamben’s project of an
anthropology of western culture. Warburg’s
peculiar take on the concepts of Dionysian and
Apollonian, twisting them at once toward
philological investigation and transcendental
understanding, created a paradigm for a series
of practices that inform our culture and need to
be investigated and understood. These can only
be accessed via this peculiar nameless science,
in regard to which I have offered here only a
personal interpretation and a minuscule sample
derived from Warburg’s extensive researches. A
number of questions that crave investigation but
couldn’t accommodated here include:
1) How does the notion of ritual and
sacrifice in Warburg interact with
Agamben’s notion of Bare life?
2) Is the Pagan sacrifice antecedent to the
sovereign ban in western genealogy, ad how
do they interact?
3) Given that Warburg investigated a
number of specific expressions of Pathos,
how do these relate among them and in
regard to our culture? Didi-huberman tried
to answer this in respect of the Nymph, but
what of the pathos of the winner [Sieger]
and the loser [Unterwerfung], for example?

In this area, Luther and his friends were
working with quite different images, and
employing a partisan virulence in
controversy that can be excused only by the
need for a literary counteroffensive91
This is because Warburg was well aware of
the risks of an unchecked “reduction of
distance”, especially in political thought. And if
the figures of the “pope donkey” and the “monk
calf” could help Luther to defend himself from a

4) Given Warburg’s trust in the redeeming
power of work, and activity overall, how
does his thought relate to our globalized
word and its challenges?
In other words, if this attempt to position
Warburg as an “anthropology of the west”
proved successful, it has but broken ground on
an extensive project of untold scope.
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Pisces and Iranian Two-Symbolic-Fish Pattern, Herati:
A Structural Analysis of Iconographic Symbols and Metaphorical
Expressions of Bicorporal Fish Pattern
Arefe Sarami, Bahar Mokhtarian
Abstract
Fish (two fishes) is one of the repetitive dual patterns in decorative works of art which is thought to
be a metaphorical expression of some underlying concepts in different cultures. Herati-Two-SymbolicFish is an example of two fishes pattern projection in Iranian carpets. At the same time, this pattern also
symbolizes the Pisces constellation in the zodiac design. In this study, the dual structure of two fishes
symbol and reception of its metaphorical expression in both iconographic material and literary devices
within different cultures were investigated. Iconography was employed to describe illustrations and the
pertaining symbolic meanings. Then, a structural approach was used to analyze this dual structure and
the underlying relations with death/ life bicorporal concepts in myths and legends. In addition,
analyzing pictorial and verbal depictions, and utilizing etymological considerations, this study
attempted to reveal that two fishes, as a logical structure, is reflected in both cosmological and human
body symbolism.
Results from iconographic and structural analysis showed that despite cultural differences and
evolutions in some of the elements linked to the central fish-related institute in both iconographic and
literary material, the underlying semantic structure, which is responsible for the internal semantic
relations and logics among different elements, remains unchanged; and, the fish-related institute
remains as the symbolic reflection of the death/life opposition.
Keywords: Herati, Two fishes (Pisces), Bicorporal fish pattern, Duality, Structural analysis,
Iconography, Body symbolism.

1. Introduction
It is often claimed that one of the ways for
decoding the meaning of pictures is to
understand their features, and the relations
existing among them. From the time of antiquity
to the present, the repetition of motifs primarily
requires an explanation regarding the methods
of their formation and the meanings they reflect.
Currently, lacking obvious contemporary context,
having no publically known underlying stories
(despite scenes from the life of Jesus), or being
created based on the artist's personal
interpretation of specific symbols, are some of
the issues that make the semantic analysis of
symbols in works of art more difficult and
important at the same time. According to
Panofsky 1, the iconographic method is used for
1

E. Panofsky, Meaning in
Harmondsworth 1970, pp. 3-17.
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the semantic analysis of pictures. After providing
an explicit description of the picture under
scrutiny, iconography tries to identify its
meaning in written resources, which is implying
to the fact that employed metaphors in word
expressions and non-word expressions cannot
be understood on the basis of a simple
comparison as they go over and beyond simple
substitutions. In other words, by providing an
explicit description of the picture, the study
seeks to fathom out its repetitive structural
pattern, implicit figural connotations, and the
way it is interpreted across different cultures.
Either in pictorial works of art or in the
verbal expressions, logical fish-related patterns
of contradiction (e.g. the two fishes motif) can be
a compendium of some strong ancient belief
projected in pictorial works, illustrations, and
myths or narrations. This, in one sense, and the
repetition of the two fishes motif in most of the
zodiac designs in the real sense, have motivated
51
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researchers to conduct descriptive semantic
analyses on this motif.
Death and life (darkness and brightness)
opposition theme is a central and universal
concept which is reflected in different
metaphorical expressions. The underlying
implication of the two fishes pattern seems to be
associated with the sometimes opposing
darkness and brightness theme. However,
although fish, as an intermediate element in
bicorporal relations has been matter of
attention in some of the previous works,
understanding the two fishes pattern with
respect to the myths and narrations composed
to emphasize the relation between life and
death has never been attempted by the research
community before. The main objective of this
article is to indicate the associative meanings of
two fishes - as a motif among zodiac signs in
astrology (Pisces), or a popular symbol - in
various cultures. It also tries to indicate the
association between the zodiac-sign, Pisces and
a well-known dual fish motif in Iranian cultures,
Herati. Subsequently, by the structural analysis
of its duality and by considering fish as an
intermediary and central element in some myths
and narratives, a comparative research method based on reviewing the pictorial data and also
focusing on etymology as useful sources - is
employed to analyze of the symbolic structure of
two fishes as the symbol of dual oppositions
representing death and darkness versus life and
brightness. In fact, the etymological approach is
utilized to explain the presence of the motif in
association with the concept of foot in related
cultures.

2. Fish Pattern in Pictorial and Descriptive
Resources from Different Cultures
According to archeological findings, the first
Paleolithic fish figurines were found with the
cycle of life engraved on one side and the
labyrinth of death on the other. 2 Surprisingly,
single and double fish figurines carved on the
walls of the catacombs, have been found in
many places.3 As a popular religious symbol, the
fish was a sacred entity to Ishtar, Isis, Venus, and
also for the Japanese Kwan-non. In addition, it
symbolised Hathor, the Egyptian goddess, and
was worn as an amulet which was supposed to
A. Dunnigan, ‘fish’, in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. J. Lindsay,
MacMillan Reference Library 1987, p. 3122.
3
E. Busenbark, Symbols, Sex, and the Stars, Book Tree 1997, p. 259.
2
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bring happiness, affluence, and prosperity. 4 The
fish figurines on the pottery bowls excavated in
Susa from the third millennium to the end of the
second millennium BC and on the pottery bowls
dug out in the Shahr-I Sokhta. 5
The presence of the fish or the two fish
motif in astrology which is related to the 12th
constellation of zodiac called Pisces is
represented by Piscis in Latin, Pisko in Sanskrit,
Māhīg in middle Persian in Bundahišn 6, and fish
in English. In Sumerian, the word was used as
Pish, meaning a Great Fish which was
etymologically coterminous with Vish in the word
Vishnu. 7 As one of the zodiac signs, Pisces
represents paired parallel fishes in opposite
directions which are sometimes connected
together with a cord. 8An alternative for the twofish representation of the zodiac sign Pisces is
the single Great Fish which is more common in
the Islamic tradition and is reflected by the
medieval Latin designation of the sign as Pisces
in the singular.
J. H. Rogers, investigating the origins of the
zodiac signs in Mesopotamian tradition,
maintains that Pisces contains two fishes whose
tails are adjoined by a ribbon signifying catching
fish. 9 Additionally, it represents one of the
celestial seas and signifies a watery
constellation derived from Ea. In Mul.Apin and
earlier resources, the western fish was
represented as a ‘Great Swallow’ displayed on
the neck of Pegasus. Similarly, the northern fish,
depicted in the middle part of Andromeda, was
named Anunitum, meaning the Lady of Heavens.
It may worth noting that although the Mul.Apin
table does not make any reference to fish, its
mentioning of the tails (Zibbati.Mesh) most likely
refers to the swallow with bifurcated tail and not
the fish. The word swallow, however, came to
symbolise the zodiacal Pisces in later times.
Du.Nu.Nu or Riski.nu.mi which signifies the fish
cord is related to other late Babylonian source
explicitly denoting Pisces. Finally, there are also
other sources which represent this zodiac sign as
the field, the square of Pegasus whose
pictograph has been indicated between two
Busenbark (as in n.3), p. 174.
Fig. [1. n.1]
6
F. Pakzad Soraki, Bundahishn: Zoroastrische Kosmologie und
Kosmogonie, Kapitel I-VI, Universität Tübingen 2005, p. 77.
7
L. A. Waddell, The Indo-Sumerian Seals Deciphered: Discovering
Sumerians of Indus Valley as Phoenicians, Barats, Goths & Famous
Vedic Aryans, 3100-2300 BC, Luzac & Company 1925, pp. 84-87.
8
Fig. [2]
9
J. H. Rogers, ‘Origins of the ancient constellations: I. The
Mesopotamian traditions’,
Journal of the British Astronomical
Association, CVIII, 1998, pp. 9-28 (21-27).
4
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fishes on the Dendera Zodiac. 10 In the same vein,
the Cylinder seal iconography to Sumerian and
Akkadian era (3200-2000 B.C.) shows that the fish
motif in the zodiac was represented
swallow/field.11
The Pisces is not the only zodiac sign which
has a bicorporal or double representation. In
fact, other zodiac signs such as Gemini, Virgo,
and Sagittarius have also a double sign
representation. As an illustration, for Ptolemy,
double signs signified the coming of the season
in solstices and equinoxes and the prediction of
weather.12 However, different cultures provide
various significations attached to the double
signs differentiating between spiritual and
temporal power, the upper and the lower worlds,
the past and future, and the ending of one cycle
and the beginning of another. For instance, the
Chinese Bronze Age vessels had two fishes
painted on them which symbolized creative
power. 13 Likewise, in Christian zodiac symbolism
in San Miniato al Monte church the Virgin is
associated with the stellar Virgo and the Christ
as a child is linked to Pisces, the two fishes of
heaven. Interestingly, Virgo and Pisces are
located in opposite sides of the zodiac looking at
each other in adoration and joy. During the
medieval period, this kind of symbolism between
Virgin and Christ formed the foundation of the
hermetic commentaries in arts such as painting
and sculpture. 14
Herati; a cultural metaphor of Pisces: Mahi
(fish), Mahi dar-ham, or Herati 15 are different
names of a motif in Persian and Islamic works of
art, especially in pottery and carpet weaving.16
There is no clear-cut explanation for the use of
the term; however, Herati is frequently used to
symbolize the two fishes, either non-separated,
especially in the field of pottery, or separated by
a circular flower or a circle. Iranian researchers
have presented certain evidences explaining
that the motif is founded in Mithraism. They
postulate that Mithra was born by the help of
two dolphins and consider the circular flower as
a Mithra's head between the two fish. Overall,
10 see A. T. Fomenko et al., Mysteries of Egyptian Zodiacs and Other
Riddles of Ancient History, to appear, pp. 43, 71-84.
11 G. D. Thompson, ‘The origin of the Zodiac’, 2001, p. 4.
12 R. Beck, A brief history of ancient astrology, John Wiley & Sons 2008,
p. 55.
13 Dunnigan (as in n. 2), pp.3122-24.
14 F. Gettings, The secret Zodiac: The hidden art in mediaeval astrology,
Routledge & Kegan Paul 1987, p. 84.
15 Fig. [3]
16
A. U. Pope, P. Ackerman, and T. Besterman, A survey of Persian art,
from prehistoric times to the present, Oxford University Press 1964, p.
118 .

Herati symbolic representation of the two fish
pattern signifies Mithra's head between the two
dolphins. However, in this study we explored
Iranian Islamic works of art to find other
possible associations linked to Herati.
Structural analysis of the duality pattern in
pictorial resources: Lévi-Strauss, examining
bicorporal patterns, has claimed that the
mythical system employs a metaphorical
approach to specify the relative position of
human beings, animals, and gods within a matrix
of binary oppositions such as high and low, this
world and the world after, culture and nature,
etc., all of which are alterations and variations
within the same universe. 17 By studying the
Native American myths, Lévi- Strauss makes an
attempt to explain why these natives regarded
harelips and twins as similar instances. 18 The
importance of such an approach lies in the fact
that all myths and patterns whose significations
are
established
based
on
semantic
correspondence and substitution, reflect the
mental function and the related thoughtprocedure; and, In fact, the final purpose is not
merely the narration of myths through words or
other media such as painting or music.
An illustration of Abu-Ma’shar astrological
manuscript represents the sun in the Jupiter
insight which is the large star of fortune with two
upward fishes in his hands, and the sun in the
Saturn insight which is the large star of
misfortune opposing Jupiter in terms of his effect
on people and events with two downward fishes
in his hands 19. All of these cases promote us to
think of the fact that the bidirectional forms
structurally are creating the binary opposition
such as darkness versus brightness or negative
point versus positive point. Besides, in one of
the depictions of Herati, as a decorative design
of carpet of around sixteenth century, two fishes
appeared very similar to two leaves and a
rosette in between which could be related to
sun 20. If this interpretation about Herati is
correct, it could have been accompanied by the
meaning of ending one cycle and beginning of
another, like the sun movement. Therefore, in
both Iranian astrological illustrations - where
the mythological images appeared along with
constellations and planets - and decorative
works of art - where the well-known Herati is the
17 E. Leach, Claude Lévi-Strauss, University of Chicago Press 1989, pp.
75-76.
18 C. Levi-Strauss, Myth and Meaning, Routledge 2001, pp. 13-16.
19 Fig. [4]
20 Fig. [3.1]
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fish related figure - the two fish pattern could be
an example of Pisces. This comparison illustrates
the fact that under varying historical and
contextual conditions, objects were reintegrated
and one concept might have been expressed by
different forms.
Consequently, on the basis of the above,
repetition of twin patterns like twin fishes
(Pisces) with one fish placed on the other and a
node or a cord between the two, and rosette
with their pertaining solar discs, are not random
expressions and are generated based on some
ritual beliefs. The underlying ritual beliefs
caused the repetition of such structures in
various forms and made them perdurable and
undying in the history. This is why Panofsky as an
art historian who used iconography to
investigate repetitive structures through the
evolution of history, has been treated as a
structuralist by Lévi- Strauss. In the following,
inspired by Lévi-Strauss's structural approach in
investigation of bicorporal patterns in myths and
narrations, we try to employ a structural analysis
approach based on iconography to analyze the
dual nature of double fish motif, as a repetitive
structure, and to demonstrate that such art,
especially in the form of painting, is the
portrayal of experiences in the world. We also try
to show that the double sign motif, has in fact a
mythical representation which is repeated
differently in various cultures.
The conception of an iconographic
illustration is a visual process while
understanding a metaphorical expression is a
cognitive one. However, these two different
approaches are tightly tied up because a
metaphor usually projects an image in the mind
which is related to an iconographic depiction.
Therefore, to consider this very close link
between
iconographic
and
metaphorical
expression, and to avoid pseudo-formal analysis,
the application of the duality concepts related to
fish pattern is studied in several myths and
narrations.

3. Fish in the Narratives about the Journey of
the Solar Gods
The knowledge of primitive man was based
on numerous myths which were connected to
natural, celestial phenomena whose originality
was explicable. These myths were simply
represented by enigmatic allegories and
analogical coding of different aspects of the Sun
and Moon. As a case in point, one of the
54

semantic imports related to the duality nature of
fish is a structure representing the way the sun
and moon move. This movement is a journey
symbolizing the movement of a fish in an
upward direction (on the earth) to a downward
direction (under the earth). Many writers have
emphasized the relationship among the myths of
fish and sun in various cultures. 21 This
relationship may be studied by analyzing the
mythical stories and legends popular in old
cultures belonging to Sumerians, Babylonians,
Greeks and Hindis. Surprisingly, there is a
remarkable similarity between these legends
and the myth of ‘Jonah and the Whale’ which has
aroused the curiosity of researchers in the
domain of religion. 22 In these stories which often
represent the conflict between death and
darkness, and life and brightness, the heroes are
the Solar Heroes- i.e., they have sun-like
characters. To shed more light on the issue, we
can refer to the existing evidence in myths of
different cultures.
One of the myths in ancient Sumerian
culture is about Ea (Table 1: story 1), a deity with
a temperate and friendly mood, who rises out of
the sea each morning to teach man various arts
of civilization such as agriculture, civil
government, hand crafts, and so on. The early
sculptures created to represent Ea had a half
man and half fish appearance.23 Ishtar (Table 1:
story 2) is another mythical character in ancient
Sumerian mythology, who is believed to be Ea's
daughter. It was declared that Ishtar sustained
all kinds of life on the earth and rose out of
ocean each day to perform her duties.24
In the Vedas (Table 1: story 3), the second
book of Hindus, the earth is defined and
represented as a huge fish swallowing the
cheerful red orb, the sun, at sunset and throwing
it back at sunrise just as the mythical Whale cast

J. Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, II Edition Princeton, NJ
1968, pp.30-31; H.Schmidt, Jona: eine Untersuchung zur vergleichenden
Religionsgeschichte,Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht 1907, p. 26; U. Steffen,
Das Mysterium von Tod und Auferstehung: Formen und Wandlungen
des Jona-Motivs, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 1963, p. 31; Waddell (as in n.
6), pp. 84-87.
22
Busenbark, Symbols, Sex, and the Stars (as in n. 3), pp. 57-58; M.
Fishbane, ‘Jonah’, in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. J. Lindsay , MacMillan
Reference Library 1987, p. 4947 ; H. Gese, ‘Jona ben Amittai das
Jonabuch’, Ders., Alttestamentliche Studien, Tübingen 1991, pp. 256-72;
M. Lurker, Adler und Schlange,Tiersymbolik im Glauben und Weltbild
der Volker, Tubingen: Wunderlich Verlag Hermann Leins 1983, p. 184;
Schmidt,
Jona:
eine
Untersuchung
zur
vergleichenden
Religionsgeschichte (as in n. 16), pp. 26-33; Steffen, Das Mysterium von
Tod und Auferstehung: Formen und Wandlungen des Jona-Motivs (as in
n. 16), p. 31.
23 Busenbark, Symbols, Sex, and the Stars (as in n. 3), p. 56.
24 Ibid, p. 48.
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out Jonah (Table 1: story 4). 25 The myth of Jonah
that was devoured by a whale and was disgorged
on the coast of Joppa after three days, has been
reported in both Quran and Hebrew scriptures.
This myth is similar to the legend of Herakles
and Hesione which is set in destroying darkness
by the help of the solar god.
In one of the versions of Hesione's stories
which was found in the fifth BC, Herakles
descends into the belly of a monster where his
hair is signed by the intense heat and finally
manages to kill it by inflicting heavy blows to its
sides. Similarly, in another tale from Melanesian
Islands, Kamakajaku (Table 1: story 5), the hero,
is swallowed by a fish which carries him to the
realm of the sun where he cuts the fish's belly
with a piece of obsidian and finds his way out.
He then follows the sun to a village in the sky
where he starts teaching the children of sun how
to make a fire and cook food. 26
Structural analysis of the duality pattern in
myths and narratives: Lévi-Strauss maintains
that the role of an anthropologist is analogous
to that of linguist- that is, by focusing on the
system of elements at the linguistic level, he
assumes that phonemes are not independent
entities; rather, they are defined based on the
system of contrasts which highlights their
relations to another.27 In the same vein, the
elements of myth find a semantic value based
on their mutual and contrastive relations. On the
basis of the above, from a logical view point, it is
observed that Lévi-Strauss's approach is not
imposing an interpretation or extraneous
method of analysis; but, is based on the
contrastive array of myths. 28 He maintains that
only by adopting such an approach- a new
combinatorial arrangement of the mythical
system-it is possible to decode the hidden
meaning of Amerindian myths. Moreover, what is
mentioned about the Lévi-Strauss’s approach, is
also considered by Kirk. 29
Myth is ‘a product of language’ and ‘just as
the elements of language – sounds or
phonemes- are meaningless in isolation,
and only take on significance in
combination with other phonemes, so the
Ibid, p.58.
C. C. Coulter, ‘The “Great Fish” in Ancient and Medieval Story’,
Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association,
1926, pp. 32-50 (41-42).
27
B. Wiseman, Lévi-Strauss, anthropology, and aesthetics, Cambridge
University Press 2007, pp.100-103.
28
Wiseman, Lévi-Strauss, anthropology, and aesthetics, pp. 206-207.
29
G. S. Kirk, Myth. Its meaning and functions in ancient and other
cultures, CUP Archive 1970, pp.42-43.
25

26

elements of myth- the individual narrative
elements, the persons or objects- are
meaningless in themselves, and only take
on significance through their relation with
each other. But it is not the formation of
mere narratives such that is significant;
rather it is the underlying structure of
relations that determines the real meaning
of a myth. Variant versions of myth may
show changes in the surface meaning, but
the structure and basic relationships will
often remain constant indeed may even be
emphasized by the alteration of the overt
symbols and by consequent inversions
forms of transformation’.
Accordingly, the elements and institutes
involved in symbolizing Mythologiques use
allegories and narrations which take different
and new forms in respective religious and
secular patterns. At times, the significance of the
employed metaphors and their relationship to
those used in other patterns is not straight
forward. Exemplifying this would be the
symbolization of Ea as Ioannes and as the fishgod (i.e. Dagon) who was worshiped by the
people in Philistine. According to certain
interpretations, Ea or Ioannes symbolized a
primeval sun god whose benefactor intentions
benefited the whole earth. At the end of the day,
however, it retreated to the sea to spend the
night beneath the waves like a fish.30 In another
mythical narration which goes back to fifth BC,
Pausanius found out that Hercules' twelve labors
actually signify the annual passage of the sun
through the twelve zodiac sign. Similarly, the
adventures of Gilgamesh (Table 1: story 6), the
hero of Sumerian myth, are believed to be an
allegory representing the seasons. Gilgamesh's
return to Erech in the twelfth chapter,
symbolizes the renewal of life and vegetation as
the sun completes its annual revolution. 31
However, by comparing various myths and
the duality of symbolic patterns -concerning the
Great Fish or the watery monster which carried
the sun from up world to down world among
different stories or the equivalent of the rebirth
of mythical hero to twelfth sign of zodiacrepresented by them in the dual movement of
sun (East/West), it can be inferred that all these
narratives have the same structural origin so
that the transformation of one sign to another
30
31
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will substitute the characters respectively and
their individual persona does not play a vital
role in the structure of the story. Concepts like 1)
sunset, being swallowed, and submerged into
water, 2) sun, solar heroes like Herakles and
Jonah and 3) sunrise, being disgorged, and
emerged etc., are but a few signs which change
across different mythical narrations. These
changes, according to Lévi-Strauss, are code
dependent; because, every sign represents the
relationships existing between various lexical
categories, and in this transformation, the
meaning of individual words is of little
significance, because meaning is not transferred
from one term to another. 32 This signifies the
importance of Pisces where represented as a
dual fish form. Here are more examples where
we explore Pisces and its symbolic duality across
different cultures.
The Great Monad is one of the conventional
designs for representing two fish in a circle
which is the oldest symbol signifying male and
female principles in the Far East. In China and
India, this symbol is called Yin and Yang
respectively. In Japan, the characters are called
In and Yo, but when reversed and joined, they
are called Yo-Ni. Evidently, the sign of fishes or
Pisces in the zodiac, apparently enjoyed the
same origin and significance as the Great
Monad. 33 Manilius, in his forth book,
Astronomica, enumerates the prevalent and
dominant nature of emblems and explains
different abilities, skills and consequences they
signify, say about Pisces the fishes: ‘The folk
engendered by the two fishes...’.34 An illustration,
Yin and Yang combine as Yih, and by doing so,
they are empowered to express and define the
existing combinations. In fact, Yang is a clear
emblem denoting light, power, positive principle
and rule, masculinity, and refers to objects that
are hard and celestial. By contrast, Yin is the
emblem of darkness denoting flexibility,
negative principle and rule, and refers to
matters that are feminine, soft, and terrestrial.
Additionally, Yang represents the great sun and
Yin symbolised the great moon. In Chinese
tradition, they indicate the integrated nature of
the earth and the sky and the integrity of the
whole existence and universe.35
The painting related to the 18th century and
created by Jaipur is a work of art reflecting
Wiseman (as in n. 23) , p. 277.
Busenbark (as in n. 3), p. 176.
Beck, A brief history of ancient astrology (as in n. 10), p. 66.
35
Busenbark (as in n. 3), p. 176.

Vishnu's various transfigurations. In the first
stage, Vishnu turns into a half-man and half-fish
figurine. The duality of fish in the picture is
represented by two dark and bright halves as if
its body is divided into two equal parts by a line.
In a narrative on reincarnations, Vishnu explains
this stage as: ‘... when the Brahma, the Veda
creator falls into asleep and a monster called
Hayagriva kidnaps Veda. Vishnu is then
reincarnated as a fish (Matsya) which saves
Manu and his partisans from destructive storm
and takes him to Brahma. At this time, Brahma
wakes up, kills Hayagriva and rescues Veda’.36 It
is clearly observed that all these narratives
samples have central common core with a
universal structure; however, their content varies
cross culturally.
In the above legends, two different
structures can be recognised. In the first, the two
fishes
duality
pattern
in
iconographic
illustrations and myths is associated with the
death/life (darkness/brightness) concept while
in the second, the fish itself, is located in an
intermediate position and can be treated as a
boundary between death and life. In the later,
the duality is created from the binary opposition
among death and life.
Finally, based on Lévi-Strauss's Studies on
binary oppositions, if the duality patterns in the
above legends are associated with the relation
between darkness and brightness in cosmic
level, fish, in myths and legends of several
different culture s, plays an intermediate role as
in Fig [6].

4. Fish in Symbolizing Human Body
Another fundamental concept related to
duality and bicorporality concerns the
relationship between fish and its symbolisation
in the human body. As a case in point, in
medieval astrology, the zodiac signs were
associated not only with the twelve human
psychological types, but also with specific parts
of the human body which was symbolised as
Melothesic Man meaning the Zodiac Man.37
Based on the images and narratives related to
Melothesic man or zodiac man, it is interesting
to know that Pisces as a motif is represented
and symbolised by man's feet. In addition, in
many archeological remains, fish-gods are
displayed in such a way that their head and their

32

V. Ions, Indian mythology, Peter Bedrick Books 1984, p. 48 .
Gettings, The secret Zodiac: The hidden art in mediaeval astrology (as
in n. 12), p. 24.

33

36

34

37
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legs have projected out of the head and tail of
the fish. In the fish and human like Talismans
remained from the past, the end of the body is
equivalent with the tail of the fish.38
However, as the above concepts and
illustrations evolved out of their contemporary
context, linguistic data have a facilitative role
since they guide us to find the meanings
underlying myths. Sadovszky 39 in his book
named Fish, Symbol and Myth tries to
reconstruct the semantic sphere surrounding the
concept of fish in Eurasian cultures based on
ancient and modern linguistic data as well as
Mythological data. What caught the attention of
Sadovszky were the samples with the semantic
relationship between the ‘calf of the leg’ and
‘fish roe’. He demonstrated the term ‘ikra’ in
Russian and Dutch languages referred to both of
these meanings. By reconstructing the
conceptual nuances related to the fish,
Sadovszky indicates that the association
between cultural concepts may be sought in
lexical roots which are homonyms. Although he
first thought that these semantic relations are
only limited to Russian and Dutch languages, he
also managed to prove the generalization in
several types of Indo-European languages. As an
illustration, in languages like Sanskrit and
Avestan, specific lexis 40 has been used for ‘fish
roe’ which is semantically interrelated with ‘calf
of the leg’. 41 Another equally interesting feature
in analysing such a structure is the lexical
similarity between words used for signifying
small round mass-globe and calf muscles42 in
Sanskrit. 43 It is very interesting that similarly, in
modern Persian, similar lexical items are used
for denoting the round part of muscle: ‘māhīche’
in modern form and ‘māhīzag’ in ancient form,

Fig. [1. n. 6], Fig. [5. n. 6-10]
O. Von Sadovszky, Fish, symbol, and myth: a historical semantic
reconstruction, Akadémiai Kiadó 1995, pp. 1-40.
40
Mīnānda and Matsyānda mean ‘fish roe’ that Mīnā and Matsya mean
‘fish’ and anda means ‘egg, semen’. According to etymological
researches, -anda is a productive suffix in Sanskrit, it is also possible
that in the course of time the semantic association with anda ‘egg’ was
lost and the anda was treated as a suffix. A similar situation occurred
in Picanda and Picandika. On the one hand, Picanda mean ‘calf of the
leg’ and as Mayrhofer (M. Mayrhofer, Kurzgefasstes etymologisches
Wörterbuch des Altindischen: A concise etymological Sanskrit
dictionary, Ι, C. winter 1963, p. 26) said anda (andám) means ‘egg’ and
Picca or Pica means ‘fish’ that in western Indo-European is Pisko ‘fish’
in Sanskrit. On the other hand, the word Piccha means ‘calf of the leg’
that is associated to Latin Piscis ‘fish’.
41
In Sanskrit ‘peśi’ means egg and ‘peśī’ means calf of the leg.
42
In Sanskrit, the calf of the leg is associated with a small globe and
round mass and Pinda means ‘calf of the leg’ and ‘ball, globe, and
round mass’.
43
Von Sadovszky (as in n. 33), pp. 1-12.
38
39

and fish: ‘māhī’ in modern Persian and ‘māhīk’ 44
in middle Persian (Table 2).
Studying such etymological similarities can
shed light on certain ancient remains.
Consequently, by the etymological study of
lexical items such as ‘fish’ and ‘calf of the leg’
and considering the bifurcated tail which was
associated with twelfth sign, Pisces, or ‘māhīg’ in
the zodiac signs of very old times, the duality of
these concepts (as in man's feet and fish tail) in
reference with double structures and images
associated with fish-gods can be explained. 45 46
In addition, the archeological findings in
Altai mountain by S. I. Roudenko in 1947 has
revealed that on the frozen right lower leg of a
chieftain in Pazyryk Valley a fish had been
tattooed. The archeological finds helped
Sadovszky to indicate the association between
the lower leg as the reduced version of the
human body and the fish.47 48 Overall, based on
the comparative study conducted by Sadovszky 49
there is a semantic association between the fish
and the pillar on central support. Furthermore,
the indication of the association between fish
and the periodic return of the spawns season,
and fish as a symbol of fertility explains the
important role of fish from ancient times into
the modern civilization. Moreover, the word
‘sole’ was used to signify a European flatfish,
mid-13c., from Latin ‘solea’. The interesting point
is that the word was over-generalised and used
for the bottom of the foot in early 14c., and later
used for muscle of the calf of the leg, 1670s,
because of its flatness.50 Also, the word muscle
in old English was spelled as ‘mussel’ meaning
‘seashell’ 51 which also means ‘calf of the leg.’ The
linguistic and archeological evidences indicate
that in the Indo-European cultures, especially
Iranian culture, there is some relationship
between human leg (a paired organ), and the
bifurcated tail of the fish. Such duality is
important in the symbolism of human body, and
Mayrhofer, Kurzgefasstes etymologisches Wörterbuch des
Altindischen: A concise etymological Sanskrit dictionary (as in n. 34), II,
C. winter 1963, p.566.
45
J. Campbell, The Masks of God: Creative Mythology, New York: Viking
1968, Emphasis added 1976.
46
Fig. [5. n. 8-9]
47
Fig. [5. n. 11]
48
Von Sadovszky (as in n. 33), pp. 13-16.
49
Ibid,p. 75.
50
D. Harper, ‘sole’, in Online etymology dictionary, Online Etymology
Dictionary, (2001). http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?allowed_in_
frame=0&search=sole&searchmode=none (accessed 11 Novamber
2013).
51
Harper, ‘mussel’, in Online etymology dictionary, Online Etymology
Dictionary, http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?allowed_in_frame
=0&search=mussel&searchmode=none (accessed 11 Novamber 2013).
44
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the representation of Babylonian deities and
ancient Iranian fish-gods.52
It is noteworthy that despite Indo-European
cultures, in which Fish and leg are related
through etymological and iconographic analysis
of pictorial works of art (as in above), in Native
American cultures, there are some myths and
narratives which relate fish and leg.53 In these
narratives, feet as repetitive structure play an
intermediary role between the two contrastive
symbolic worlds. However, in expressions from
both cultures, the intermediate element, feet,
placed at the point of bifurcation which is
thought to be a separation between the two
halves.

5. Discussion and Conclusion
As previously mentioned, Lévi-Strauss's 54
attempt was to discover repetitive basic mythical
themes. In his bidirectional and reciprocal
relationships the existence of symmetrical
elements is spotted by negative and positive
position (–, +) for each side and an intermediary
element identified by both positive and negative
signs (±). This accentuates the bilateral relations
which designate the bidirectional features of the
relationships. In many structural systems the
relationship between the two elements cannot
be established only based on a single feature,
but the arrangement of several features is quite
necessary. In brief, placing narratives and myths
side by side does not provide the possibility to
decipher the concept of duality related to the
fish. The important thing is to pinpoint the exact
meaning of the features which represent the
structural basis of the concept of duality.
Considering the content of the table 2 and above
visual depictions, this assertion shed more light
on the concept represented in Fig [7].55
According to Lévi-Strauss, the similarity
between these elements depends on the
contrastive relations existing among them; and,
within a myth, a structure can reveal itself at
different levels, or by means of different codes.
For example, among South American myths,
Lévi-Strauss distinguished a sociological, a
culinary (or techno-economic), an acoustic, a

Fig. [5]
See: Levi-Strauss, Myth and Meaning (as in n. 18), pp. 13-16; E.
Gunther, ‘AN ANALYSIS OF THE FIRST SALMON CEREMONY1’, American
Anthropologist, XXVIII, 1926, pp. 605-17 (616).
54
Claude Levi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, New York: Basic Books
1963, p. 49 .
55
Fig. [7]
52

53

58

cosmological, and an astronomical code.56
Similarly, in this study, the relationship between
the two fishes (as in zodiac signs and in
decorative arts like Herati in Iranian culture) and
the dual movement of the sun, the relationship
existing in the duality structure of rabbit and girl
with harelips and the twins or the relationship
between the two fish motif and sole of human
feet, as well as the association between the
formal structure of calf muscle and bifurcated
shape of the fish tail are all reproduction of dual
cognitive structures related to fish and different
verbal and pictorial narratives that provide
symbolic and metaphoric expressions about the
contrast between death (darkness) on the one
hand and life (light) on the other. However, in
this work, by employing iconography, an attempt
was made to explain the mythical role of fish
(Pisces) and related symbol in arts and zodiac
signs and shed light on duality and its
significance in pictorial and verbal arts in
different cultures. The etymological data and the
zodiac signs in body symbolism were used to
explain the dual structures in several images.
In view of the evidence attained in this
study, besides the narratives selected from the
existing myths, the structural duality of elements
associated with the two fish pattern varied
across different pictorial and verbal illustrations
was considered. Visual and verbal metaphorical
expressions utilise different methods to
illustrate the implied meanings and concepts.
Despite verbal expressions in which the
concepts are transferred through a story, and in
a discursive and sequential manner, in visual
expressions, the concepts are transferred
suddenly and in their entirety, which explains
the need for a dual bidirectional pattern to
illustrate the purposed bicorporal relations. It
was observed that individual elements do not
play a vital role in the structure of the story;
instead, the meaning is appeared from a specific
composition of elements. This means that, a
change in one element may cause a
corresponding change in other elements before
reaching stability. Clearly, by comparing verbal
and pictorial data concerning the concept of
duality in related myths and by adopting
archeological and etymological resources, the
word fish and its collocates were reinterpreted
by using the iconographical method in order to
explain the mythical significance of the (two)Kirk, Myth. Its meaning and functions in ancient and other cultures
(as in n. 24), p. 43.
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fish motif and the duality concept across
different samples where the distinguished
dualities are variations and evolutions of certain
structures repeated in cosmological and human
body symbolism. In other words, it was observed
that despite the existing formal variations and
conflicts regarding universal and human body
symbolism, their true essence and meaning
could be examined within a structural
framework. However, system of visual depiction
like the mythic system involves a continuous
development of objects and their interactions,
which, of course, leads to a dialectic between
opposing elements. In other words, this is
actually the resulted dialectic, or the discourse
among the elements, that explains their
opposing interactions. Consequently, one can

say that mythic fields, with any type of
expression (visual or verbal), are representations
of attempts to create an intermediary role
between opposing patterns like death and life
that has a logical structure. Therefore, the
structural analysis in this work and the tabulated
paradigms,
as
shorthand
patterns
of
expressions, reveal that every structure is a
global connotation of a system of ideas and
representations; and, using structures, one can
integrate these ideas as precise, concrete, and
semantically effective illustrations. Finally, the
presented investigation provides a further
insight into the two fishes duality pattern and
can be treated as a new application of the LéviStrauss's structural analysis.
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Table. 1 Representation of death/life oppositions in some of above stories.
Number of Stories

Death (darkness)

Life (brightness)

1

Falling

Raising

2

Falling

Raising

3

Swallowing

Throwing back

4

Devouring

Disgorging

5

Swallowing

Running away

6

Death

Rebirth

Table. 2 The etymologically fish-related words in Indo-European languages.
Languages

fish

Russian

fish roe

calf of the leg

round mass,
small globe

Ikra

Ikra

Ikra

Ikra

Dutch

Kala (kra)

Ikra

South Indian
Family of
Languages

Mīnā

Mīnānda

Sanskrit

Piccha

Peśi

Peśī (muscle)
Pinda

picandika

Picchā
picanda

picanda

Pluc

Pluc

Irish
Latin

Mīnānda

Pinda

Piscis
Peisko
Pisko

Avestan

Matsya

Modern Persian
Middle Persian

Māhī
(māhīk)

Matsyānda

Kafir
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Matsyānda
Māhīche
(māhīzag)
Kuksi

Kuksi
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Fig. 1 Representations of fish (two fishes) in different cultures, especially Iranian Islamic culture.
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Fig. 2 Representations of Pisces on different zodiacs and in different astrology manuscripts.
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Fig. 3 Representation of Herati; two symbolic fish pattern in Persian rugs, Mahi (fish) or Mahi darham.

Fig. 4 Illustration of an Astrological Manuscript.
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Fig. 5 Representations of fish in symbolism of human body in ancient astrology manuscripts,
archeological data, and works of art.
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Fig. 6 Darkness and brightness structural paradigm.

Fig. 7 Intermediate element and two halves.
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