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 “Tell me whom you haunt and I’ll tell you who you 
are”: 

Aby Warburg, Memory and Artistic Practices in the 21st Century 

Mehmet Sülek1* 

1 University of Amsterdam, Faculty of Humanities, Amsterdam, the Netherlands 
*Email: m.b.sulek@uva.nl 

 

ABSTRACT 

In the last two decades, Aby Warburg (1866-1929) has become one of the main protagonists of not just art history 

but Humanities at large. In recent years, artists have also been turning their faces towards Warburg, continuously 

making references to his last and unfinished project: Mnemosyne Atlas (1927-1929). This paper will claim that 
this is due to similarities between artists’ increasing interest in intervening into narratives of the past, and 

Warburg’s conception of cultural memory in Mnemosyne, which was the accumulation of his life-long interests. 
In this regard, the paper will argue that both for Warburg and artistic practices, cultural memory is a dynamic 

process in which images act on creating new pathways into the past; and in return alternative understandings of 

the past in the present.   

Keywords: Aby Warburg, Cultural memory, Artistic practices, Mapping. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Aby Warburg (1866-1929), an art and cultural historian, has become one of the most important 
protagonists of not just art history but humanities at large. However, the resurgence of Warburg does 
not end here—he also draws the attention of artists such as Joan Jonas who are lured by what Warburg 
promises us today in the 21st century. Following this interest, there were also a series of exhibitions 
that hoped to recreate what Warburg achieved in his last and unfinished project Mnemosyne Atlas 
(1927-1929), such as Atlas: How to Carry the World on One’s Back? (2011) and  Dear Aby Warburg, 
What Can Be Done with Images? (2013) and Thinking with Images (2016). This enormous interest 
produced highly complex and almost impenetrable literature, which holds significantly different 
understandings of Warburg. It can be argued that the recent exhibition of Bilderatlas Mnemosyne 
(2021) at “Haus der Kulturen Welt” was the peak of what one might call Warburgmania. But after 
looking at all of this, one might wonder: why now? What does Warburg promise us today? Why do 
artists turn their faces towards Warburg and seek to employ his “method’’ in their works? To answer 
these questions, this paper will first put Warburg’s understanding of memory in the context of recent 
memory studies, and demonstrate how both of them understand cultural memory as dynamic; in 
contrast to the prior fixed understanding of memory (Erll and Rigney 2009; Erll 2011; Assman 2011; 
Bond and Rapson 2014; Rigney and Cesari 2015) Secondly, the paper will claim that artists are 
increasingly referring to Warburg because of his understanding of cultural memory in an 
aforementioned way. Thus, why Warburg matters today, for both cultural memory studies scholars 
and for art practitioners? 
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2. DYNAMIC MEMORY 

Before delving into the question of memory and Warburg, I would like to briefly explain what his 
scholarship entails. Warburg was born into a Jewish banking family in Hamburg. He was educated, 
among many other places, in Bonn and Florence and he was the pupil of scholars such as Hermann 
Usener, August Schmarsow, and Carl Justi. His one particular interest throughout his life was: the 
emergence of antique motifs or what he called Pathosformeln (emotional formulas) in quattrocento 
Florentine art. He was interested in what he called Nachleben (survival) of these Pathosformeln. 
Warburg was relatively well known but the First World War left him deeply shaken. He always had 
troubles with his mental health, but the war caused a mental breakdown. Shortly thereafter, he was 
sent to Ludwig Binswanger’s clinic at Kreuzlingen, where he wrote his famous Pueblo Indians lecture 
to show Binswanger that he had recovered from his mental illness. In 1924, he returned to his beloved 
Hamburg and worked at his K.B.W (Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek Warburg) until his untimely 
death in 1929. During that time, he worked on his last project, Mnemosyne Atlas (1927-1929). It is clear 
that this project accumulated all his interests throughout his life with a particular interest in 
Pathosformeln. Mnemosyne Atlas was entirely constructed from photographic reproductions of 
artworks, postage stamps, newspaper clippings, and coins among other objects, organized 
anachronistically over 63 panels (Gombrich 1970). It was the result of Warburg’s life-long interest in 
how images migrate from one location to another.  One can easily argue that it is the enigmatic nature 
of Mnemosyne Atlas that made scholars interested in Warburg rather than his writing.  Now, let me 
turn to the question of memory and Warburg. 

It is widely acknowledged that Warburg is one of the founding figures of cultural memory studies 
along with French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1877-1945). Although scholars in the field of 
cultural memory studies usually refer to Halbwachs, they are laconic about Warburg’s contribution.  
By all means, this is something expected as Halbwachs(1941, 1950, 1992) produced a concrete 
understanding of cultural memory with numerous publications. Warburg, on the other hand, never 
formulated his conception of cultural memory. Most importantly, as mentioned, he could not complete 
his Mnemosyne Atlas, which he named after the Ancient Greek goddess of memory.  Warburg also 
intended to write an accompanying text to Mnemosyne Atlas and he started writing his introduction 
but like everything else, this text was left unfinished. Unfortunately; if Warburg could have finished his 
text, it could have been his most important contribution to cultural memory studies. Thus, it can be 
said that cultural memory scholars have much less material at their disposal for understanding 
Warburg’s concept of cultural memory. Most importantly, he barely talked about cultural memory 
directly. This was also reflected in Ernst Gombrich’s (1970) book on Warburg, titled Aby Warburg: An 
Intellectual Biography. One of the shortest chapters in Gombrich’s (1970) study happens to be the 
chapter on Warburg’s understanding of memory. Does this mean that the latter had little interest in 
the question of memory? I would argue that it is quite the opposite; the question of cultural memory 
persists throughout his life but from Warburg's point of view the matter appears differently. But what 
is Warburg’s understanding of cultural memory? Georges Didi-Huberman (2016, 14-15) drew 
attention to a "lost" document that could completely change our view of Warburg.   It would be very 
unwise to talk about Warburg without acknowledging this fact. Nonetheless, I am inclined to take the 
more speculative approach, and I argue that like recent memory studies scholars, Warburg understood 
cultural memory as dynamic. However, I will not individually investigate Warburg and memory studies 
but rather demonstrate the way they interact with each other in terms of presentism.   

Ernst Gombrich (1970) and Claudia Wedepohl (2014) rightfully put Warburg’s theory of memory 
into conversation with 19th-century physiological and psychological studies. But I would like to focus 
on Richard Semon, whose influence can be more easily detected in Warburg.  In his study titled The 
Mneme (1904), Semon argues that memory is not simply given but rather is an ongoing process. In that 
regard, Semon argues that every event leaves a trace in the human mind, which he called an “engram”. 
These “engrams”, Semon argues, are reactivated once a similar event is encountered, bringing the 
memory back to life.  In other words, for Semon, memories are always reconstructed through events 
that recall the initial trace, back into the mind (Gombrich 1970, 242). This idea seems to be central in 
Warburg’s thinking, as he adopted this idea to describe his vision of images, called dynamograms 
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(energy-containers) (Didi-Huberman 2016, 218). According to Warburg, likewise Semon, the past is a 
domain that is continuously manifested in the present, and not distinct from it. In short, for Warburg, 
the past was neither dead nor passive; it was very much alive.  

Warburg's approach to memory is very contemporary, viewing it as something dynamic rather than 
something fixed, which is consistent with current memory research perceptions. (Erll and Rigney 
2009). For example, Marije Hristova (2016), by referring to Karen Barad’s conception of memory, 
argued that memory is always in the process of becoming something in which past, present, and future 
are intertwined. More recently, Hristova, Ferrándiz and Vollmeyer (2020) discussed that memory 
studies have long been built on the linear understanding of time. They proposed to understand the 
multiplicity of time and memory by building on physicist Carlo Rovelli’s recent study. It can be argued 
that Hristova’s intervention also correlates to Jan Assman’s (1997) conception of “mnemohistory”. 
According to Assmann (1997, 9), “mnemohistory” stands between memory and history, dealing not 
with the past but with the present memory of it. Thus, it can be argued that both Assman and Hristova 
highlight the presentism that is so inherent in the question of memory.  As argued, this idea of 
presentism sits at the center of Warburg’s thinking. Numerous scholars also recognized the similarities 
between Warburg’s understanding of memory and “mnemohistory” regarding the ways in which both 
embody presentism (Tamm 2015; Assmann 2015; Tamm and Olivier 2019). Another important 
advocate of presentism is Marianne Hirsch (2012) with her concept of “postmemory”. The word that 
Hirsch (2012) used already denotes presentism. She states that her concept of postmemory is 
concerned with how later generations witness the past through various media (photography in 
particular). In other words, Hirsch (2012), too, seeks to understand how memory is reconstructed in 
the present.  These lines of Mieke Bal summarize increasing interest of scholars’ interest in presentism 
and its heterochronic nature of it as well: 

If heterochrony disrupts the traditional linear narratives onto which routine responses and 
images are grafted, it offers temporal shelter to memories. And memories are themselves 
heterogeneous, and multi-sensorial. The most important and perhaps counter-intuitive thing to 
realize about memory is that it takes place in the present. Memory is not a passive recall, a kind 
of invasion of the mind by the past. It is neither passive nor past-based. People perform acts of 
memory, and they do so in the present moment. Without memory, there can be no present. 
Without a position in the present one cannot “have” memories (Bal 2008, 156-157).   

The relationship between memory and presentism can be found in French historian Francois 
Hartog’s (2003) influential “regimes of historicity” as well. According to Hartog (2003), since the 
1980s, our regime of historicity has become the present. What is striking about Hartog's (2003) 
argument for the aims of this paper, is the fact that he particularly underlines the significance of the 
heritage discourse in France; as well as Pierre Nora’s highly influential idea of lieux de memoire (sites 
of memory) in the 1980s, when the regime of historicity has become the present. Thus, it can be argued 
that the questions of memory and heritage are important interlocutors for the emergence of the 
present as the current regime of historicity. Now, let us turn to the question of why artists have been 
increasingly turning to Warburg, in which presentism will play a significant role. 

3. ARTIST’S ENGAGEMENT WITH WARBURG 

In recent years, several art historians such as Mark Godfrey (2007), Dieter Roelstraete (2014), and 
Eva Kernbauer (2021) have identified artists’ increasing interest in intervening in history.  For the sake 
of brevity and clarity, I will use Kernbauer (2021)’s concept of “artistic historiography” as an umbrella 
term.  It can be argued that this observation was a continuum of Hal Foster’s (2004) “archival impulse” 
which investigated how artists were drawing into the question of the archive. Although these readings 
of contemporary art practice differ from each other, all of these scholars agree on one aspect: art’s 
potential to create alternative histories. It can be argued that this way of looking at contemporary art 
practice and history is best summarized by Mark Godfrey (2007), who states:  

“Historical research and representation appear completely central to contemporary art. There 
is an increasing number of artists whose practice starts with research in archives, and others 
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who deploy what has been termed an archival form of research (with one object of inquiry 
leading to another). These varied research processes lead to works that invite viewers to think 
about the past; to make connections between events, characters, and objects; to join together in 
memory, and to reconsider how the past is represented in the wider culture” (142).  

Is this approach new? Don’t art historians always assume that artworks are part of history? I would 
argue that this new approach is completely different from the old one.  While for the former, artworks 
complement history and images function as the marker of the spirit of an age; in the latter, images 
disorient history and rupture this “spirit” that is imposed on artworks. In other words, the former 
understands artworks as another indicator of the homogeneity of cultures, while the latter attempts 
to decipher how artworks demonstrate the heterogeneity of cultures. This way of looking at artworks 
regarding their engagement with the past is clearly described by Eva Kernbauer:  

Such an active and involved understanding of historiography requires dismissing two overly 
simplistic divisions: first, that of events from their representations, which transforms art into a 
container and history into its contents; second, that of a temporally distant “yesterday” of history 
from the “now” of contemporary art. Exploring the past means continuously creating it anew. 
Historical events—when they become the subject of representations—are not “over”; they are 
instead situated in a historicized “now.” Artistic historiography is thus particularly well suited 
to making visible the experiences of heterochronies and anachronies that are ultimately inherent 
in every historical experience, narrative, or representation (Kernbauer 2021, 1).  

This standpoint very much resonates with George Didi-Huberman’s (2005, 38) interventions into 
art history and his claim that everything in the past is anachronistic. In this regard, Didi-Huberman 
claims that he bases his argument on Warburg’s thinking: “Time conceived as a succession of direct 
relationships (‘influences’) or conceived in the positivist way as a succession of facts had no appeal for 
Warburg. Instead, he pursued, as a counterpoint or counterrhythm to influence and fact and 
chronology, a ghostly and symptomatic time” (Didi-Huberman 2003, 274). One can find a similar 
understanding of Warburg in Griselda Pollock’s work as well:: “Warburg proposed a different concept 
of time - not directional, developmental, and historicist but bending, recurring, repetitive, and, above 
all, traumatic” (Pollock 2014, 13). Then, both for artistic historiography and Warburg, artworks do not 
exhibit a positivist, homogenous, linear understanding of time, but rather are materials that could 
show the turbulent, uneven nature of it, which holds the repressed narratives of the past. They both 
seek to understand how the past is continuously reconstructed in the present and most importantly, 
they create platforms to rethink these processes of reconstruction.  In other words, both for artistic 
historiography and Warburg, the past resides in the present.  

But where does the question of cultural memory come into this equation? While some scholars, 
such as Kernbauer (2021), identified an artistic will to intervene with the past but are hostile to the 
question of memory, the similarity between memory and artistic interventions cannot be overlooked. 
This is because both of them share two common aspects: presentism and relationality. I have already 
discussed presentism but what is the significance of relationality?  

Whether we choose to call it “relational” (Bourriaud 1998), socially engaged, participatory, 
“dialogical” (Kester 2004) art, or “counter-memorial aesthetics” (Tello 2016), it is clear that the 
presence of the viewer is significant for current art practices. Artworks that are produced with the will 
of intervening in history create what Roesterstraelte (2014) calls countermemory or other history, 
which creates a dialogue with the viewer regarding the past that it embodies. As Kernbauer (2021) 
states: “Exploring the past means continuously creating it anew” (1); this creation certainly occurs 
through the participation of the viewers and their orientation before these artworks. When Veronica 
Tello (2016) talks about her formulation of counter-memorial aesthetics, she also underlines the 
importance of the viewer. In this regard, she builds her argument on James Young’s ‘’counter-memory’’ 
which is a remembering process in which the viewer's memories collide with the narratives of the past 
inhabited by memorials. What is important here, for Young (1992) and Tello (2016), is the counter-
memorial’s potential to create narratives of the past that go against the grain. In this regard, Tello 
(2016) argues that counter-monument is “not a means of burying the past, but rather a process of 
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prefiguring the thickness of history and brutality, and of counting disagreement as part of the process 
of remembrance, rather than trying to cover over it” (22). This way of thinking relates very much to 
Dieter Roelstraete’s (2014) usage of archaeological metaphor to describe the artist’s engagement with 
the past. I would like to argue that this way of approaching history connects with Warburg’s 
description of his Mnemosyne Atlas as a “ghost story for truly adult people”. This, I argue, underlines 
Warburg’s understanding of the presentness of the past.  After all, “ghosts” are beings that belong to 
the past but live in the present; they are distortions in time. This is also how Marianne Hirsch 
(2008;2012) sets her project on “postmemory”. She states that the true importance of “postmemory” 
comes from its ability to draw our attention to other truths and other pasts, when certain images and 
narratives of the past are imposed on us as the only truth (Hirsch 2008). In other words, postmemory’s 
potential lies in the individuals who will reconstruct the past in the present and open up space for the 
multiplicity of narratives. As we have seen, this is  what artistic historiography seeks to achieve. 
Although Warburg has almost no socio-political motivations as such, he wishes to disorient history 
and produce an alternative past in which traces of the past survive in the present through 
“dynamograms” or Pathosformeln. Similar to the objective of artistic historiography, Warburg also 
seeks to understand the past in the present. In this regard, Didi-Huberman (2016) argued that 
Warburg’s notion of Nachleben and Freud’s Nachtraglichkeit (deferred action) correlates to each other, 
and in both of them “the origin is constituted only through the delay of its manifestation” (214). This 
is how artistic historiography, Jan Assman’s “mnemohistory”, and Marianne Hirsch’s “postmemory” 
function as well.  It can be argued that this standpoint has been gaining more momentum in recent 
years. For example, Michael Ann Holly (1996) claimed that “The specular exchange transacted 
between painting and scholar is an example of the process of Nachtraglichkeit, or “deferred action”: a 
psychic scrambling of temporality and causality, where the past is revised in the light of the present, 
while ‘memory-traces’ simultaneously create the context for fresh experiences” (24). Holly’s 
description of memory-traces as something that can create fresh experiences is the very reason why 
artists have been increasingly turning their faces towards Warburg. But one may very well ask why 
Warburg’s Nachleben matters when the same discourse can also be found in Freud? Why should 
Warburg’s presentism be put to dialogue with contemporary artistic practices when Halbwachs’ 
understanding of cultural memory already possesses both presentism and relationality? Why do 
artists turn to Warburg when they could find many other protagonists in memory studies? The reason 
is: Warburg’s insistence on seeing images as active traces of the past, and his insistence on the “power 
of images’’ (Freedberg 1989). Thus, Warburg brings three elements that artistic historiography is 
involved in: presentism, relationality, and images. Most importantly, Warburg implements these 
through a process of mapping which makes him appealing to contemporary artists.  Mapping is one of 
the recurring themes in artistic practices today (Watson 2009; O’Rourke 2013; Reddleman 2018; Moro 
2021). And the idea of mapping and what it encapsulates, is the reason why artists are turning to 
Warburg.  In this regard, artist Elke Marhofer (2015) states: “Atlas can be read as a critical and an 
affective cartography of heterogeneous encounters and practices, drawn from a manifold of origins”.  
This is precisely how she describes her own practice in an interview, calling it affective cartography.  

Now, there seems to be a two group of artists when engaging with Warburg.  In the first group, there 
are artists whose work is argued to be influenced by Warburg.  For example, Benjamin Buchloh (1999) 
underlined the similarities between Gerhard Richter’s Atlas (1962-2013) and Mnemosyne and Dan 
Adler (2009) addressed the possible influence of Warburg on Hanne Darboven’s Cultural History 1880-
1983 (1980-1983). Not surprisingly, both of these artists map out images to intervene in the cultural 
history/memory. The second group of artists are those who claim to engage with Warburg themselves. 
Although the practice of artists in this group may show differences, it is clear that mapping images to 
demonstrate the multiplicity of narratives and time is a leitmotiv in their works. For example, Tobias 
Buche who Dear Aby Warburg, What Can Be Done with Images exhibition, in his practice, maps out a 
series of found images in an anachronistic way in which the viewer is supposed to create his/her/them 
meanderings between these images. Another artist who exhibited at the same exhibition and will 
represent Turkey at the Venice Biennale in 2022, Ozlem Altin, creates a photographic archive  in an 
anachronistic way. But it is arguably Elke Marhofer who best expresses artists’ reasoning for turning 
to Warburg. In her text that accompanies her film, she brings specific panels and images of Mnemosyne 
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Atlas into focus: “Images are not just passive (objects) to be perceived or studied by an observer — 
they act, they do things with us’’ (Marhofer 2015, 2).  

4. CONCLUSION 

Dan Karlholm (2017) argued that contemporary art, or what he called “actualized art”, “has a tract 
with memory, with what the Greeks called anamnesis, the memory of actualization, where what will be 
called memories – i.e. fragments of the past – are recalled and recollected in the present” (44). Here, 
Karlhom's choice of anamnesis rather than mneme is quite telling. It denotes, as Karlholm argues, that 
contemporary art’s conversation with the past is not held in positivistic terms; and contemporary art 
seeks to reconstruct the past rather than retrieve it as it is. In this regard, French philosopher, Paul 
Ricoeur (2004, 4) makes a distinction between mneme and anamnesis that was formulated by Plato 
and Aristoteles. Ricoeur states that the difference between mneme and anamnesis is: The former has 
an understanding of memory as fixed and the latter as dynamic. This is how recent memory studies, 
Warburg, and artistic historiography formulate memory as well, as anamnesis. And what makes 
Warburg so appealing to artists today is his actualization of presentism through a process of mapping 
images, which are active traces of the past.  This takes me to the title of this essay: “tell me whom you 
haunt and I’ll tell you who you are’’ which is an old French proverb, although it is today associated with 
Andre Breton (Farr 2012, 12).  Since more and more artists have been haunted by Warburg and wish 
to use his method in their work, can we say that Warburg’s project was also an early form of artistic 
research? Whatever the answer may be, it is clear that for both of them, images are other ways of 
knowing against the grain, and above all—images do act. 
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