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WARBURG’S GHOST
On Literary Atlases and the ‘Anatopic’ Shift  

of a Cartographic Object

Filippo Trentin*

Filippo Trentin Warburg’s Ghost
geographia oculus historiae .

Abraham Ortelius

The blind faith in maps is the marking feature of modernity . 

Franco Farinelli 

Air is now so full of ghosts that nobody can avoid them .

Aby Warburg

One of the most striking paradigm shifts of the last decades in the 
humanities has been the replacement of a method of knowledge rooted 
in historicist temporal constructions with one based on spatial models. 
Once monographs, literary anthologies, and books of cultural criticism 
tended to be structured according to chronological lines; now editors, 
authors, and publishers appear eager to distance themselves from what 
is perceived as the somewhat outdated methodology of the ‘history of’. 
This locational turn of the human sciences seems to respond — at least 
at a superficial level — to the ‘spatial turn’ advocated by scholars of the 
postmodern, such as Fredric Jameson, David Harvey, and Edward Soja, 
and it finds in Michel Foucault’s brief essay ‘Of Other Spaces’ one of its 
most cited theoretical bases.1 Foucault’s prophecy that ‘the great obses-
sion of the nineteenth century was, as we know, history’ while ‘the 
present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space’ seems thus 
confirmed by the proliferation of studies that spatialize knowledge 
rather than historicize it.2 

* I would like to thank Manuele Gragnolati and Christoph Holzhey for their 
attentive and generous reading of this article, and for their invaluable support 
during the conceptualization of the broader research project from which this 
article stems. I would also like to thank Dom Holdaway for his precious feed-
back on early drafts of this article. This article is dedicated to Marco Cavietti, 
who first introduced me to Warburg’s thought.
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 There is perhaps no better example of this movement from the tem-
poralization to the spatialization of knowledge than the adoption of the 
atlas as a taxonomic term in cultural criticism. As bibliographical 
research on the term would reveal, in the last two decades or so the 
‘atlas’ has been progressively used as a term for conceptualizing a 
method of knowledge organization that departs from chronological 
reconstructions in favour of horizontal and cartographical approaches. 
Among the vast number of projects placed under the umbrella-term of 
the atlas, suffice it to think of Giuliana Bruno’s Atlas of Emotions, 
Franco Moretti’s Atlas of the European Novel, Gabriele Pedullà and 
Sergio Luzzatto’s Atlante della lettaratura italiana [Atlas of Italian Lit-
erature], Georges Didi-Huberman’s Atlas: How to Carry the World on 
One’s Back?, David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas, and Judith Schalansky’s 
Atlas of Remote Islands.3 While these projects are all very different in 
their genesis and aims, what they all seem to share is a necessity to 
depart from a chronological methodology of investigation in favour of 
a spatial one based on the atlas. 
 This article aims to provide a critical reading of the contemporary 
redeployment of the atlas through a specific focus on its afterlife in con-
temporary literary criticism. More specifically, I am interested in inves-
tigating the reasons underlying the re-emergence of the atlas as a form 
of knowledge organization, particularly focusing on the supposedly 
‘anti-canonical’ use of cartography advocated by the proposers of the 
spatial turn of literature. While, as we will see, the aim of literary 
atlases is to trigger a shift in the study of literature from a methodology 
based on historicist reconstruction to one rooted in geographical 
knowledge — ‘see, my son, time here turns into space’, as the epigraph 
of Moretti’s atlas reports — this article questions whether this ‘carto-
graphic turn’ is really capable of attacking linear and historicist recon-
structions. 
 In order to do so, I will first investigate the ways in which three 
cases of geographical studies of literature — namely, Malcolm Brad-
bury’s Atlas of Literature, Moretti’s Atlas of the European Novel, and 
Luzzatto and Pedullà’s Atlante della letteratura italiana — have 
employed the term ‘atlas’. Then, in the central part of the article, I will 
read such cartographic uses in relation to the genealogical origin of the 
atlas — which can be traced back to the work of the sixteenth-century 
Dutch cartographers Abraham Ortelius and Gerhard Mercator — in 
order to detect the continuities and discontinuities between early car-
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tography and the contemporary atlas. Once this epistemological shift is 
delineated, I will finally engage in an interpretation of Aby Warburg’s 
Bilderatlas Mnemosyne, which I read as an ‘anatopic’ object that keeps 
troubling any purely cartographic use of the atlas . In my reading, by 
theorizing an antifoundational (and anti-identitarian) method of 
knowledge organization based on the morphological affect between 
disparate images and objects, Warburg’s atlas foregrounds an anti-nor-
mative method of knowledge organization that leads to the deposition 
of the atlas as a topographical machine. My use of the term ‘anatopy’ in 
this essay is at the same time speculative and heuristic, and aims to cap-
ture the disorienting potentialities that are intrinsic in non-cartographic 
explorations of space, as I will clarify later in the ‘Interlude’ section. 
Thus, if critics like Jacques Rancière and Georges Didi-Huberman have 
shed light on the meaning of anachrony and anachronism for a nonlin-
ear understanding of history,4 this article subtends the possibility of 
rethinking space through ‘anatopy’. 

I .  L I T E R A R Y  A T L A S E S

The field that has perhaps witnessed the most substantial resurgence of 
the atlas as a working method in the last couple of decades is, as already 
mentioned, that of literary studies. More specifically, Bradbury’s, 
Moretti’s, and Luzzatto and Pedulla’s works attest the crucial impor-
tance of geography for rethinking the current coordinates of the study 
of literature.5 While these projects are all very different in their genesis 
and aims, they share an insurrectionary spirit that materializes in the 
privilege they accord to the horizontal and geometrical plan of cartog-
raphy rather than to the chronological and vertical one of historicism.6 
In his introduction to his Atlas of Literature Bradbury emphasizes the 
ontological importance of ‘travelling’ and ‘mapping’ for the very act of 
writing literature. Not only has travelling through space always been a 
conditio sine qua non for novelists, poets, and artists, but writing itself 
represents a form of mapping and of ordering the otherwise disparate 
nature of the space we inhabit. In his own words, ‘Our poetry, our fic-
tion, our drama is itself a mapping of the world.’7 Drawing on this 
insight, the aim of his work is twofold. On the one hand, it aims to 
reveal the strict relationship between geography and literature through 
an analysis of the impact that cities and places have for the authors ana-
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lyzed. On the other hand, it contextualizes the plot and the characters 
represented in literary works within their own geographical position. 
The Atlas of Literature is thus scattered with maps, from Dante’s Italy 
to Tom Wolfe’s Manhattan, passing through Dickens’s London, Faulk-
ner’s American South, and Existentialist Paris, among many other 
places. Bradbury’s decision to name ‘atlas’ this work of literary criti-
cism seems thus evocative and is dependent on the atlas’s capacity to 
locate places within their correct ‘topographical’ position. 
 Moretti’s Atlas of the European Novel shares a similar faith in 
cartography. As the first paragraph of the introduction states, this atlas 
is characterized by the belief that space is not simply a container where 
stories happen but ‘an active force that pervades the literary field and 
shapes it in depth’.8 Moretti appears to take even more seriously than 
Bradbury the potential of geography for the study of literature, which 
materializes in his inclusion of more ‘scientific’ and topographically 
accurate maps and in his use of quantitative data on the circulation of 
texts in specific places and periods. The atlas is thus redeployed by 
Moretti as a tool for the articulation of a different understanding of lit-
erary forms, detached from the historicist credo in the ‘spirit of time’ 
and interested in exploring the spatial dimension of literature. More 
specifically, Moretti’s atlas investigates the relationship between geo-
graphical space and literature both in its external dimension (the orts-
gebundene or ‘place-bound nature of literary forms’)9 and in its inter-
nal one (‘the semiotic domain around which a plot coalesces and 
self-organizes’).10 Moretti’s choice to name his book an atlas is thus 
dependent on his faith in cartography for destabilizing canonical recon-
structions of literature based on linear chronologies: ‘A good map is 
worth a thousand words, cartographers say, and they are right.’11

 Moretti’s work remains undoubtedly a field-breaking study on the 
potential enabled by the geography of literature, and the sudden spread-
ing of atlases of literature, theatre, and cinema that has marked the aca-
demic market — especially the Italian one — in the last decade can be 
partially read as a result of its extensive critical impact. The most 
important and ambitious successor of Moretti’s pioneering study is per-
haps the Atlante della letteratura italiana, edited by Sergio Luzzatto 
and Sergio Pedullà and published in three volumes from 2010 to 2012. 
This atlas represents one of the most ambitious and expensive editorial 
projects of the last years within the field of literary studies, not only in 
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Italy, and it reflects the publisher Einaudi’s interest in the contemporary 
state and status of literature.12 
 Following the line of argument of the introductory essay, the 
Atlante originates in the crisis of modernity, which, according to the 
editors, is strongly related to the emergence of a historicist conception 
of temporality. The decision to name the project an atlas responds to 
the attempt to surpass a notion of literary history based on the ordering 
of tradition as ‘a succession of books which are considered fundamen-
tal’ or ‘a sequence of the medals of illustrious men’.13 The atlas is here 
adopted as an apparatus that produces a new form of temporality that 
would overcome what goes under the label of ‘teleological Hegelian his-
toricism’. As Luzzatto and Pedullà write:

In a culture like ours, increasingly dominated by visual elements, geogra-
phical knowledge takes an advantaged position thanks to the (concep-
tual, but also mnemonic) force of cartography, and to the ability of a 
good map to organize data in a coherent and synthetic way.14

What is implied here is that a geography of literature based on the atlas 
is a more desirable form of knowledge than a history of literature.
 In spite of their different aims and fields of exploration — ‘world 
literature’ in the case of Bradbury, nineteenth-century English and 
French novels for Moretti, and Italian literature for Luzzatto and 
Pedullà — these works share the application of cartographic procedures 
to the study of literary texts. Space here goes through at least three dif-
ferent though interrelated semantic meanings: 1) space as representa-
tional, i.e., as the location/s where a narrative story happens; 2) space 
as the cultural environment producing new literary forms, such as Paris 
for poetic symbolism or the London of the Bloomsbury group for the 
emergence of modernism; and 3) space as the geographical dimension 
in which texts are read and circulate. This suggests that the atlas is here 
re-conceptualized as a tool for the creation of a spatial rather than his-
torical taxonomy of literature, in a discourse that frames, explicitly or 
implicitly, (Hegelian) historicism as hierarchical and conservative and 
the horizontal dimension of the map as radical and anti-traditionalist. 
In other words, the specific adoption of the atlas in the discipline of lit-
erary studies is characterized by an anti-normative ethos: the atlas here 
is employed as a spatial machine that dismantles the normative canon 
of historicism. At the same time, the geographical study of literature 
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aims to offer a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which 
genres, aesthetics, and poetics emerge within specific material contexts.
 However, what I would like to problematize in this discourse is its 
reliance on cartography as a methodology that automatically challenges 
the conservative ethos characterizing literary histories. As I have 
emphasized above, the adoption of the term ‘atlas’ in these works imply 
that literary genres, forms, and movements emerge in specific geograph-
ical contexts and that such emergence is bound to a sort of spirit loci, 
what Moretti calls the ortsgebunden of literature. Thus, if Moretti sup-
ports his argument that ‘geography shapes the narrative structure of the 
European novel’ by mapping the location and the spatial circulation of 
Jane Austen’s novels or of British Gothic tales, Luzzatto and Pedullà 
taxonomize the history of Italian literature through the cities’ eras: the 
‘Age of Padua’ is followed by the ‘Age of Avignon’, which is then fol-
lowed by the ‘Age of Florence’, and so on. Put simply, what I am inter-
ested to question here is the geographical objectivism of this atlas trend: 
in this discourse space is the cartographic space of the map, as if the 
map were not itself the representation of something existing inde-
pendently from its cartographic projection. It seems to me that such an 
approach risks forgetting that historiography and geography have 
already undergone a process of self-critique of their rationalist and pos-
itivistic origins. The acritical faith in topographic mapping characteriz-
ing these literary atlases seems indeed to obliterate their anti-normative 
aims through the reproduction of what Franco Farinelli calls ‘carto-
graphic reason’.15 More specifically, these atlases perform the reduction 
of spatial knowledge to the cartographic projection of the territory rep-
resented in the map through the naturalization of Euclidean geometry 
and Ptolemy’s cartographic projection as unquestionable epistemologi-
cal principles.16 In other words, knowing space is here analogous to 
projecting that space in the bi-dimensional projection of the map. 
 While it is important to recognize the interesting results of this 
spatial turn for opening up the study of literature to quantitative data 
and sociological analyses, it is also necessary to question the intrinsic 
risks in considering cartographic procedures as positive per se, or 
indeed historicist reconstruction as simply conservative. The reticence 
of these literary atlases to confront the ontological limits of geography 
seems to be based on a cartographic fetish that ultimately re-allows his-
toricism in from the backdoor, thus jeopardizing the possibility of actu-
ally overcoming its outdated understanding of social and cultural for-
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mations. Such a flaw is confirmed if we look at the temporal structure 
adopted by these works: while Bradbury’s reproduces acritically ‘histor-
icist’ notions such as the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, Romanticism, 
etc., Luzzatto and Pedullà’s atlas adopts a very conventional diachronic 
division, as revealed by the titles of the three volumes, which are respec-
tively ‘From the Origins to the Renaissance’, ‘From the Counter-Refor-
mation to the Restoration’, and ‘From Romanticism to Contemporary 
Times’. In other words, if a cartographic study of literature is endorsed 
as a critical move with its own benefits, it also risks reproducing the 
positivistic aporias that are bound to the rise of cartographic reason, 
thus invalidating its potentially subversive move. What we might at this 
point ask ourselves is whether the impossibility of overcoming the lim-
its of the historicist and the geographical models is embedded in the 
atlas as a form of knowledge, and if so, whether we should consider the 
atlas itself as the culprit of this project’s flaws. In an attempt to answer 
this question, I should momentarily turn our attention to the genealogi-
cal origins of cartographic reason. 

I I .  T H E  R I S E  O F  C A R T O G R A P H I C  R E A S O N  A N D  T H E  B I R T H  O F 

T H E  A T L A S

In his Critica della ragione cartografica [Critique of Cartographic Rea-
son], Farinelli makes the argument that the shift from the classical 
world to our modern world is marked by the establishment of a carto-
graphic rationality, based on what he calls a ‘blind faith in maps’. He 
thus considers ‘cartographic reason’ as the proper marker of the West-
ern subject in the movement from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance:17 
‘Modern perspective is based on the a-critical adoption of the metrical 
space of Euclidean geometry, or better, on the principle of cartographic 
projection discovered by Ptolemy.’18 This process of ‘objectivization’ of 
Euclidean geometry and Ptolemaic geography would imply the consti-
tution of a modern ontological principle rooted in homogeneity and 
thus the elision of differences, and on the subsequent ‘evacuation of 
every concrete human being from the plane of determination’.19 
 As Farinelli underlines, while during the Middle Ages maps were 
conceived ‘as literary metaphors and as tools in analogical thinking’ 
rather than as topographies,20 the first step towards a change in the 
mapmaking was caused by the rediscovery of Ptolemy’s Geographia 
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(AD 150) within the humanistic circle of Coluccio Salutati in Florence 
between the end of the fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth 
centuries.21 The Geographia followed a very different cartographic par-
adigm from those in use during the Middle Ages. Jacopo Angeli, one of 
the translators of Ptolemy’s text in the Florentine circle of Salutati, 
immediately detected this aspect, underlining how Ptolemy’s approach 
differed from that of Latin and Medieval geographers insofar as it 
adopted a mathematical rather than a descriptive-spatial approach. For 
Angeli, the most revolutionary aspect of the Geographia is its use of a 
measurable scale system based on longitude and latitude that allows for 
the construction of a cartographic representation (pictura) in which the 
relation between each part and the whole is maintained.22 Thus, if 
Latin geographers were more interested in collecting historical informa-
tion about geographical territories, Ptolemy’s mathematical maps added 
the possibility to represent a given territory according to a precise topo-
graphical scale that followed latitudinal and longitudinal patterns. In 
this regard, the emergence of modern cartography appears strictly 
linked to a process of objectification of the map as a holistic machine. 
To put it otherwise, the atlas is the editorial form that is able to grasp 
the ungraspable: the immense and swarming diversity of natural and 
human space is captured through an objective system that challenges 
nonmathematical modalities of spatial exploration. The exception, the 
detail, is here erased in favour of the whole. 
 The success of Ptolemy’s spatial model, testified by the publication 
of numerous modern editions throughout all of Europe during the fif-
teenth century, should be read as the early symptom of an epistemologi-
cal shift in the notion of space. If medieval mappaemundi ‘were built 
on concepts that are described as “mythical”, “non-scientific”, or 
“influenced by Christian dogma”’, after the Renaissance translation of 
Ptolemy’s Geographia ‘came a “modern” concept of space, of homoge-
neous and isotropic extension that did not vary according to location 
and could be enclosed within a network of meridians and parallels that 
made it possible to locate any specific place with scientifically calcu-
lated coordinates’.23 The establishment of cartography as a discipline 
coincided thus with the rise of a specific type of geographical rational-
ity dependent on the acceptance of isotropic and homogenous principles 
rooted in Euclidean geometry and on Ptolemy’s cartographic projec-
tion.24 
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 Farinelli considers the birth of the atlas as the definitive victory of 
the cartographic model. However, both Abraham Ortelius’s Theatrum 
orbis terrarum and Gerard Mercator’s Atlas sive Cosmographicae 
Meditationes de Fabrica Mundi et fabricati figura testify to a more 
ambiguous relationship between the atlas’s genealogy and the establish-
ment of cartographic reason. While histories of cartography normally 
indicate Ortelius’s and Mercator’s collections of maps as the first 
atlases, they appear to omit the fact that both of these works are not 
just atlases in our topographic understanding of the term but rather 
complex instruments that attempt to link together a part (the fragment 
represented by a geographical territory) to a whole that exists in the 
non-locatable territory of the ultra-sensory. Focusing initially on Mer-
cator’s atlas, we could say that the intellectual tension characterizing 
this project is not simply that of placing cities, regions, and nations in 
their exact cartographic position but rather to speculate about their 
deeper and apparently unintelligible significance. In his preface to the 
first edition, Mercator explains that the purpose of his project:

To followe this Atlas, a man so excelling in erudition, humanities, and 
wisedome, (as from a loftie watch tower) to contemplate Cosmographie, 
as much as my strength and abilitie will permit mee, to see if per-adven-
ture, by my diligence, I may finde out some truths in things yet 
un knowne, which may serve to the study of wisedom.25

 Mercator’s project is thus entitled ‘Atlas’ as a form of dedication to 
the mythical King of Mauritania and son of Coelus and Terra,26 who 
thanks to his high position — he lives in a ‘loftie watch tower’ — is able 
to have a privileged perspective on the entire world. The view from the 
‘loftie tower’, together with his erudition and wisdom, makes Atlas the 
model for anybody who wants to know and experience the world. Mer-
cator’s aim is thus not simply to provide us with a precise topographical 
projection of the world, but to contemplate and to try to ‘finde out 
some truths’ about the appearance of the world. For Mercator, the atlas 
attempts to challenge the order of the sphere not simply through geog-
raphy but by drawing together different epistemological orders. Signifi-
cantly, ‘Geography’ features last in the indexical order of Mercator’s 
atlas, after the categories of ‘Cosmography’, ‘Celestial things in their 
ranke’, ‘Astronomy’, and ‘things Elementaire’ (terrestrial regions). This 
taxonomy suggests that for Mercator, cartographic reason is still at the 
service of a higher principle that concerns the relationship between the 
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sensible (or the cartographic visible) and the intelligible (or the anatopic 
invisible). The mathematical order, which materializes in Mercator’s 
cartographic projections of continents, nations, and regions, is here at 
the disposal of a different epistemological aim, which is that of specu-
lating about the ‘unknown’ relationship between the sensible and the 
intelligible. 
 A similarly complex understanding of the relationship between vis-
ible and invisible — and between parts and wholes — marks Ortelius’s 
Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, in which the cartographic projection of 
geographical territories is accompanied and interrupted by the visual 
presence of assembled quotations from classical texts, symbolic iconog-
raphies, and narrative descriptions of the same territories. Ortelius 
writes in his introduction to the Theatrum:

Because we thought it would be a thing nothing pleasing to the Reader 
or Beholder, to see the backesides of the leaves altogether bare and 
empty; we determined there to make a certaine briefe and short declara-
tion and Historical discourse of every Mappe […]. Moreover to these 
also we have added a Table of the names of all the Authors, that ever 
wee knew or had; out of which, those that are so disposed, may fetch a 
more ample and larger discourse and description of the severall Coun-
treys handled by them. 

Thus, the back side of the world map of the first edition is accompanied 
by a quotation from Pliny’s Naturalis Historia, while the world map of 
its third edition is supplemented with five quotations from Seneca and 
Cicero.27 The approximation of texts and images and the inclusion of 
symbolic iconographies and emblems suggest that rather than a collec-
tion of maps, Ortelius’s atlas is an anatopic machine that aspires to pro-
duce knowledge through a montage of textual and visual elements.28 
 In other words, Mercator’s and Ortelius’ works indicate that the 
genealogical origin of the atlas is the result of an unresolved clash 
between two ordering principles: a positive one that materializes in the 
attempt to reproduce the most precise cartographic map possible (what 
critical geographers term ‘cartographic reason’) and a negative one that 
is based on the attempt to transcend cartographic reason through the 
employment of montage procedures that displace territories and texts 
from their ‘original’ location (what I will here call the ‘anatopic’ drive). 
Thus, while the cartographic rationality of the atlas materializes in its 
attempt to project geographical territories onto the measurable space of 
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Euclidean geometry, its anatopic drive emerges in the interruption of 
such logic through speculation and montage, which produce what could 
be termed the ‘unstable’ morphological structure of the atlas. 

I I I .  I N T E R L U D E :  W H A T  I S  A N  A N A T O P Y ?

The prefix ‘ana-’ is an interesting one in that it captures a multi-stable 
and oscillatory semantic movement.29 As the nineteenth-century Ameri-
can philologist Thomas Hewitt Key noted, prefixes are linguistic forms 
that are easily corruptible: their meanings keep changing according to 
the special relationship that they acquire with the word to which occa-
sionally they are attached. Prefixes ‘express wavers between increased 
intensity and a privative character’, and the ‘more this corruption of a 
particle develops itself, the less capable does it become of maintaining 
the independent and separate character which it first possessed’.30 
Hewitt Key, lamenting the limits of dictionaries, recognizes at least 
thirteen possible uses of the particle ‘ana-’, all of which can be traced 
back to the idea of spatial distribution. The three main spatial meaning 
of ana- are thus related to the ideas of ‘upwards’, as in xenophon’s 
‘Anabasis’, which narrates the return of the Ten Thousands from Baby-
lon to the Coast of the Black Sea; ‘backwards’, which refers to the idea 
of going against a sequential rule, as in the original meaning of ‘anach-
ronism’ (against the rule of time); and ‘through’, which is rather ambig-
uous and can refer both to the expression ‘cutting through a place’ and 
to a state in which life is suspended between animation and in-anima-
tion, as in the term ‘anabiosis’. 
 In conceiving the notion of anatopy, it seems necessary to invest in 
the multistability of the particle ana-, and in the sense of spatial distur-
bance that Hewitt Key recognizes in this ‘corrupted’ prefix. Anatopy 
finds its raison d’être in the conviction that space never gives itself as 
something neutral or natural. Anatopy insists that there is always a 
variance, a difference — what in Italian is a ‘scarto’ — between space 
and itself, or between the map and the territory, and that it is in this 
interstice that lies the possibility to engage critically against violent 
instrumentalizations of spatial borders. From this perspective, thinking 
space anatopically means believing that space, as well as time, triggers 
temporal interferences and produces meanings, patterns, and power 
configurations that go against topographic contiguity. In other words, 
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the dimension of anatopy is not the bi-dimensional space of the topo-
graphic map but the multi-dimensional space of a virtual palimpsest, in 
which stacks of overlapping strata cohabit. Anatopies inhabit the map, 
and yet they reject its cartographic logic. They seek to discard codes of 
dominant narratives — the codes of cartographic reason — and per-
form what Paul Gilroy has called a ‘rhizomatic fractal structure’.31

 As histories of cartographies explain, the destiny of the atlas in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is intrinsically linked to the pro-
gressive separation of analogical and rational thinking, which rep-
resents an early marker of modernity. As a consequence of the further 
paradigm shift that the concept of spatial knowledge underwent, the 
atlas ceased to be a ‘composite form’ and became an ‘objective’ holistic 
system at the service of national and imperialistic aims. Lorraine Das-
ton and Peter Galison have analyzed this process by linking the emer-
gence of different typologies of scientific atlases during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries (truth-to-nature, mechanistic, etc.) to the pro-
cess of formation of ‘objectivity’ as a scientific paradigm.32 For them, it 
was in these two centuries that the atlas moved away from the episte-
mological domain of the resemblance and started to be applied to 
purely scientific taxonomic activities based on what Daston and Gali-
son term a process of ‘policing of subjectivity’, that is, the rejection of 
any subjective and contingent modality of classification of reality, in the 
name of ‘mechanical objectivity’.33

 The process of disappearance of symbolic and anatopic elements 
from the map can be clearly visualized by comparing the composite and 
multi-stable surfaces of Mercator’s and Ortelius’s atlases with the arid 
and rigid surfaces of modern atlases such as the Blathwayt Atlas (1683), 
used by British colonial administrators during the reign of Charles II. 
The publication of this atlas, which includes only the areas of English 
colonial interest in the period (North America, some parts of South 
America and Africa, and Bombay harbour), was solicited by the Coun-
cil of Trade and Plantations and responded to the need ‘to obtain exact 
maps’ of English colonial territories.34 It goes without saying that such 
‘objective exactitude’ coincided with the disappearance of the interpre-
tative and affective elements of the maps, which were by then consid-
ered ‘subjective’ and therefore not worth being included. This ‘objectiv-
ist’ mutation of the atlas seems thus to respond to a mutation of geogra-
phy into ‘a colonial and imperial science’, which led ‘the intellectual 
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dominance of environmental and racial theories in the period of high 
imperialism’.35

 In this regard, the historical trajectory followed by the atlas per-
fectly confirms Michel Foucault’s individuation of a process of rational-
ization that wipes away a-rational elements such as resemblances, simil-
itudes, sympathies, and analogies, which had characterized Renais-
sance epistemology, at the same time establishing a purely quantitative 
methodology of investigation: ‘It is here that knowledge breaks off its 
kinship with divination.’36 As Foucault wrote regarding the seventeenth 
century:

The activity of the mind […] will therefore no longer consist in drawing 

things together, in setting out on a quest for everything that might reveal 
some sort of kinship, attraction, or secretly shared nature within them, 
but, on the contrary, in discriminating, that is, in establishing their iden-
tities, then the inevitability of the connections with all the successive 
degrees of a series.37

The seventeenth century appears thus as a watershed between two very 
different epistemological domains of the atlas: while Ortelius and Mer-
cator still followed the order of resemblance and thus tried to draw 
things together, from then on atlases were characterized by an episte-
mological paradigm rooted in ‘mechanical rationality’ and based on 
discrimination and on the establishment of borders and identities.38 
 If we contextualize this argument within our analysis, we can start 
to notice that something progressively fades away in the gap between 
early atlases such as Mercator’s and Ortelius’s and the ‘objective’ form 
of the atlas that we have inherited after the modern epistemological 
break. Ortelius’s and Mercator’s attempts to trace correlations between 
the visible and the invisible, the geographical and the cosmographical, 
disappear in favour of a new epistemological order that discriminates 
against anatopic strategies of exploration, that is, strategies that go 
against a normative and ‘objectivist’ spatial order. Thus, by undergoing 
a process of purification from its non-measurable elements, the modern 
atlas loses its anatopic drive, at the same time paving the way for the 
establishment of ‘cartographic reason’ as its only structuring principle. 
It is worth underlining that, as Farinelli has shown, the emergence of 
cartographic rationality triggered a shift of spatial knowledge towards 
an ideology of the map that reduced the knowledge of the geographical 
world to the knowledge of the territory represented on the map. More-
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over, what the rise of this rationality implicitly affirms is the produc-
tion of a different type of sovereign subject who ‘objectively’ believes in 
the neutralization of material differences within a formal objective 
structure. In other words, what characterizes the atlas at the dawning 
of Western modernity is the naturalization of a stable formal principle 
— that of cartographic reason — into the social domain, which is by 
definition unstable and informal.

I V .  A N A T O P I C  R E M N A N T S :  A B Y  W A R B U R G ’ S  B I L D E R A T L A S 

M N E M O S Y N E

The art historian Aby Warburg worked at a project entitled Bilderatlas 
Mnemosyne during the last five years of his life, from 1924 till 1929. 
Warburg’s work, in particular his atlas of images, has been the focus of 
much critical work in recent years. This has unexpectedly displaced his 
legacy from that of the dusty founder of a strictly philological discipline 
such as that of iconography to that of a forerunner of disciplines like 
visual studies, cultural studies, German Kulturwissenschaft, and criti-
cal theory. Warburg’s curious destiny can be partially explained in 
terms of a cohabitation of Neo-Kantian and Nietzschean elements in 
his work, as his theorization of the concept of ‘Pathosformel’ (formula 
of emotion) demonstrates.39 The almost schizophrenic afterlife of War-
burg’s legacy is moreover confirmed by the enormous hermeneutic dif-
ferences between the most important intellectual biographies dedicated 
to him: Ernst Gombrich’s Aby Warburg: An Intellectual Biography 
(1970) and Georges Didi-Huberman’s L’image survivante (2002).40 
While Gombrich, in an attempt to exorcise Nietzsche’s influence, 
favours the positive and Apollonian Warburg, Didi-Huberman focuses 
on the ‘negative’ and Dionysian Warburg, making of the German art 
historian the precursor of an anachronistic and fantasmatic conception 
of history.
 The troubled destiny of Warburg’s work and of his debated legacy 
are particularly interesting for the argument that I am developing here, 
in that the clash between diverging models of historicity and spatiality 
intertwine in the theorization of his atlas. While Warburg’s Bilderatlas 
is considered an important precedent of the atlas trend in the human-
ities,41 what inspires my argument here is the conviction that Warburg’s 
anti-normative reconceptualization of the atlas as a heuristic tool 
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remains unprocessed in the disciplinary expansion that this taxonomic 
term has undergone in the examples that we have analyzed in the first 
section of this essay.
 Warburg’s Bilderatlas is composed of a series of sixty-three black 
panels numbered, with some gaps, from one to seventy-nine, in which 
he assembled series of pictures that he had collected for more than 
thirty years in a photographic collection that contained 25,000 photos 
at the time of his death in 1929. What is crucial for Warburg is the 
principle of selection between the images collected in the archive and 
those included in the atlas, which is characterized by openness and has 
an unfinished quality. The images contained in the photographic 
archive could all be potentially moved to the atlas, depending on the 
forces of morphological correspondence looming over the singular 
panel at a specific moment in time. In psychoanalytical terms, the rela-
tionship between the archive and the atlas recalls the oscillatory move-
ment between the conscious and the unconscious that is here repro-
duced in the fluid and open movement between a container of poten-
tially infinite memories — the archived images — and the impression of 
those memories on the dark surfaces of the atlas. 
 Warburg’s choice to name this project an ‘atlas’ is inspired by the 
first panel (Panel A) of the Bilderatlas, which is composed of an astro-
logical map of the universe of the sixteenth century; a map of Europe 
and the Middle East (the geographic territories where the artistic mate-
rials included in the atlas appeared); and a genealogical map of the Flo-
rentine Tornabuoni family. As this first panel suggests, Warburg’s proj-
ect originated from the desire to orient oneself in time and space, an 
aim which, as we have seen, also marks the cartographic birth of the 
atlas.42 However, in spite of its centrality, cartography remains a start-
ing point for Warburg’s plan rather than its end. While Bradbury’s, 
Moretti’s, and Luzzatto and Pedulla’s atlases are structured according 
to rigidly cartographical and historical coordinates, Warburg’s atlas is 
built through a system of classification that overcomes spatial and tem-
poral continguity through the notions of survival, correspondence, and 
morphological similitude. Thus, rather than erecting borders between 
different geographical territories and establishing epochal divisions, 
Warburg aims to individuate the ‘signatures’ between images appearing 
in different temporal and spatial contexts.43

 Warburg’s refusal to organise the atlas according to rigidly carto-
graphic and historicist coordinates, and the effort to conceive of a dif-
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ferent way of collecting images, emerge clearly in his late interventions 
and writings. In a lecture given at a seminar of his Institute on 28 Feb-
ruary 1928, he argued: 

Our efforts to understand, on the model of the Ancient, the processes 
which are inherent to stylistic development in terms of a psychology of 
art, must finally direct us towards a critique of the definition of histori-

cal epochs. We should ask ourselves whether there is a marked difference 
between Middle Ages and Renaissance that could be justified by a read-
ing based on a psychology of styles? For sure, this attempt of definition 
cannot reveal any reliable parameter of periodization if this is conducted 

through a purely chronological basis.44

Thus, for Warburg, the effort to interpret artistic objects should not 
rely on chronology, but rather focus on the individuation of a morpho-
logical function, internal to the work of art, which follows the logic of 
resemblance. This effort would lead to the dissolution of conventionally 
historicist categories such as the Middle Ages or the Renaissance that 
unify under the same category objects necessarily escaping synthetic 
classification. As Warburg underlines, the purpose of his atlas is to cap-
ture ‘the same object comparatively, at different times and in different 
countries’ in order to overcome a chronological understanding of his-
torical eras. 
 Warburg mobilizes concepts such as ‘Nachleben’ (survival, after-
life), ‘Pathosformel’ and ‘Bipolarität’ (bipolarity) in order to challenge 
linear and sequential methodologies of historical interpretation. In this 
regard, Warburg’s ‘psychology of art’ and his effort to transcend linear 
and geographical temporal notions point to a conception of history that 
overlaps in many point with Foucault’s archeology, in that they both 
strive to overcome paradigms of historicity based on the principle of 
causality and on sequential chronology. What in Foucault’s terminol-
ogy is a ‘function of enunciation’ forming a specific ‘discursive regime’ 
appears to be something very similar to Warburg’s effort to individuate 
a ‘Pathosformel’ to be arranged under a morphological theme. We 
could indeed use one of Foucault’s description of archeological sets in 
terms of ‘series of series’ and his rejection of a synthetic understanding 
of history as a potential description Warburg’s Bilderatlas:

The problem that now presents itself […] is to determine what form of 
relation may be legitimately described between these different series; 
what vertical system they are capable of forming; what interplay of cor-
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relation and dominance exists between them; what may be the effect of 
shifts, different temporalities, and various rehandlings; in what distinct 
totalities certain elements may figure simultaneously; in short, not only 
what series, but also what ‘series of series’ — or, in other words, what 
‘tables’ it is possible to draw up. A total description draws all pheno-
mena around a single centre — a principle, a meaning, a sprit, a world-
view, an overall shape; a general history, on the contrary, would deploy 
the space of dispersion.45

 Foucault’s method of general history — a ‘negative’ methodology 
of investigation that privileges voids and dispersions over totalities and 
wholes — appears thus as a sort of explanatory note to Warburg’s Bil-
deratlas. Foucault’s emphasis on individuating ‘series of series’ to be 
organized in ‘tables’, his attempt to identify the ‘interplay of correla-
tion’ between different historical elements, and his challenge to totali-
ties in favour of dispersion should thus be read in parallel with War-
burg’s effort to re-conceptualize historiography in the direction of an 
anachronistic and anatopic methodology of investigation.46 To put it 
otherwise, Warburg’s and Foucault’s point of encounter lies in their 
capacity to overcome a system of classification based on a sequential 
notion of relationality (linear chronologies, historicist affiliations) with 
one rooted in a form of relation that transcends spatial or temporal 
contiguity and is rather bound to a formal, almost epidermic sameness 
— namely, what Warburg terms a ‘Pathosformel’ and Foucault the ‘his-
torical a priori’.47 
 As Warburg’s own words and this brief comparison with Fou-
cault’s archaeology suggest, the methodology of composition of the Bil-
deratlas constitutes an attempt to found a comparative discipline — a 
‘nameless science’48 — that overcomes the narrow limitations imposed 
by both historicism and cartographic reason. In a very different fashion 
than that employed by the proposers of the spatial turn in contempo-
rary literary studies, history and geography are elements that are 
impossible to disentangle from each other, in so far as the attempt to 
operate a redefinition of time has to be necessarily accompanied by the 
attempt to redraw spatial coordinates too. Warburg’s atlas seems thus 
characterized by both an anachronistic impulse, as Didi-Huberman has 
argued, and an anatopic drive, in that ‘space’ is not characterized any-
more by the rigid borders of cartographic reason, but as the topos outo-
pos — the place without place — where the process of depolarization 
and repolarization of artistic forms occurs. Space is not that of the map 
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but the black void where the images of the Bilderatlas remain sus-
pended, while waiting to reappear and disappear as a consequence of 
further historical mutations. 
 At this point, it seems compelling to ask what allows Warburg to 
arrange the different images of the atlas in thematic patterns via the 
individuation of that shared signature that he calls ‘Pathosformel’. In 
other words, what force pushes him to select certain images from his 
photographic archive and not others, and what is the standpoint from 
which he imagines new relational modes between different images? 
Furthermore, where does Warburg find the authority to negate Euclid-
ian space and chronological time in the name of the ‘Pathosformel’? 
Attempting to answer these questions requires us to enter more deeply 
into the ambivalent relationship that Warburg builds up with his own 
archive. If Warburg’s most intense effort is directed to cataloguing, col-
lecting, selecting, and analyzing thousands and thousands of books and 
pictures, this is directly related to an attempt to save this iconographic 
material from the normative disciplinary forces of historicist recon-
structions.49 
 Warburg’s dissatisfaction for such normative ordering principles 
emerges quite clearly in a passage of his draft of the atlas’ introduction, 
in which he laments the lack of studies on the migration of forms from 
antiquity to the Renaissance: 

Describing the survival of antiquity as the result of a new awareness of 
historical factuality and of an artistic empathy characterized by free will 
remains an insufficient descriptive evolutionism if one does not also try 
to plumb the depths of the instinctive knot which binds human spirit to 
the material which is a-chronologically stratified. It is only there that we 
can glimpse the matrix that forges the expressive values of pagan exalta-
tion which spring from the orgiastic experience of the tragic Thiasus.50

Warburg firmly rejects aestheticism and historicism, which he dismis-
sively labels in terms of ‘descriptive evolutionism’; instead, he proposes 
an investigation of the a-chronological stratifications of artworks that 
finds its initial marker in the tragic and divinatory origin of the artistic 
performance, thus implicitly linking his efforts to Nietzsche’s Birth of 
Tragedy . The atlas is for Warburg an instrument to search for the 
‘a-chronological matter’ that characterizes artistic images. In this 
regard, Warburg’s emphasis on a morphological correspondence that 
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transcends spatial and temporal contiguity is a gesture that directly 
challenges the institution of cartographic reason. 
 While it would be tempting to read Warburg’s emphasis on 
‘a-chronological matter’ as a pre-historical category — not uncoinci-
dentally, various scholars have proposed a parallel reading between 
Carl Gustav Jung’s notion of archetype and Warburg’s ‘Pathosformel’51 
— what I am suggesting here is something quite different. In my read-
ing, Warburg’s ‘Pathosformel’ should be thought of not as something 
belonging to a fixed substance that pre-exists history but rather as a 
process of coagulation of essences that transcends temporal and spatial 
contiguity. In other words, the ‘Pathosformel’ should be thought of as 
immanently historical and at the same time transcendental to temporal 
progression. To put it differently, Warburg’s atlas seems thus affected 
by the archival syndrome that ‘works to destroy the archive’ from 
within, which Jacques Derrida named ‘archive fever’.52 While on the 
one hand, Warburg dedicated himself to the construction of huge archi-
val systems — in 1929, the year of his death, his library contained 
60,000 volumes and his photographic archive at least 25,000 images 
— on the other hand, he seemed possessed by an ‘anarchivic’ or 
‘archiviolitic’ drive that operates through a sort of unbinding of norma-
tive relational forces.53 Warburg’s ‘anarchivic’ tension is thus mobilized 
in order to suspend the cartographic rationality that characterizes the 
modern trajectory of the atlas and seems rather interested in recuperat-
ing the anatopic gesture of early atlases, which we saw at work in Mer-
cator’s and Ortelius’s works. 
 Going back to my previous questions, we can say that the subject 
displacing images and pictures from the archive to the atlas should not 
be thought of as the biographical individual Aby Warburg (an individ-
ual who subjectively decides to construct a grid of images according to 
a principle of similarity) but as a de-subjectivized entity. The assembler 
of the Bilderatlas is a subject driven by an anarchivic force that, as in 
Derrida’s ‘archive fever’, is located outside the internal limits of his own 
individual ‘I’ — the centred ‘I’ of ‘cartographic reason’ — and that 
rather springs from a process of evasion of the ‘I’ from the self. Indeed, 
one of the most frequent ideas expressed in Warburg’s writings is the 
recognition of a de-subjectivizing tension between a structuring princi-
ple characterizing his own individual existence and an impersonal 
destructive principle leading to the dissolution of his ‘I’. In a note writ-
ten in 1923 while in Kreuzlingen, for instance, Warburg defines himself 
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as a machine composed by different pieces: a ‘seismographer’ rather 
than a subject: ‘I have the impression of being a seismographer com-
posed by wooden pieces coming from a tree transplanted from the Ori-
ent to the fertile plains of Northern Germany which upon which was 
inserted a twig coming from Italy, I let flash out from me the signs 
which I have received.’54 
 Warburg’s description of himself as a passive receptor of external 
forces reveals his attempt to overcome his own individual subjectivity. 
Geographical distinctions between Italy, Germany, and the Middle East 
are here resolved into a higher principle that dissolves the individual 
Aby Warburg into a much more composite set of cultural interferences. 
Here cartography survives only as a point of reference, but its inner dis-
criminatory logic shatters, as much as the geographic atlas shatters in 
the fragments, the intervals, and the voids of the Bilderatlas. Warburg’s 
archive fever is therefore deeply imbued in a process of conviction to 
the death of the subject as a stable self — the subject as an identitarian 
category. It is this process of pouring out of an impersonal force from 
the ‘I’ which regulates the dis-ordering principle of the atlas, at the 
same time foregrounding a different model of knowledge formation 
based on the ‘Pathosformel’. 
 A bipolar tension between an ordering (cartographic) and a 
destructive (anatopic) principle seems indeed to characterize the entire 
genesis of Warburg’s atlas, which can be located in Warburg’s 1896 
journey among the Pueblo Indians. Or better, in Warburg’s process of 
recollection of that journey while he was a patient in Ludwig Bin-
swanger’s psychiatric clinic in Kreuzlingen in 1923. The presentation, 
which was published in 1939 with the title ‘A Lecture on Serpent Ritual’, 
was delivered by Warburg as a proof of his healing from bipolar psy-
chosis and can be described as a convoluted analysis of the symbolic 
meaning of the Indians’ ritual dances. In a few pages, Warburg ana-
lyzes the production of drawings and images among the Pueblos in 
terms of a cohabitation between rational and magical forces. Warburg’s 
point in the essay is that cultural and artistic productions are always 
crossed by a bipolar tension between an ordering and a destructive 
principle, which characterizes religious societies such as the Pueblos as 
well as modern secularized societies such as twentieth-century Europe 
and America. However, for Warburg, while the Pueblos, by keeping 
alive associative and mystical attitudes towards the unintelligible, were 
able to keep open a channel between the rational and the demonic, 
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modern Western societies repressed such connection. As Warburg 
writes in one of the final paragraphs of the essay: 

Where the technical explanation of cause and effect replaces the mythi-
cal imagination, man loses his primitive fears. But we should be loth to 
decide whether this emancipation from the mythological view really 
helps mankind to find a fitting answer to the problem of existence.55

Warburg’s recognition of the replacement of mythical imagination with 
a technical explanation of cause and effect in modernized societies can 
be read as the starting point for his own attempt to deconstruct the car-
tographic rationality of the atlas. What interests Warburg in the serpent 
dances in New Mexico is their potential capacity to open up a channel 
of communication with the ‘a-chronic’ and the unintelligible. The ser-
pent rituals seem therefore to function as the inspiring source of a new 
method of historical understanding, which materializes in Warburg’s 
statement that ‘the masked dance is the danced law of causality’.56 In 
this image-thought of a ‘danced law of causality’, what flashes up is the 
emergence of a different morphology of the rational, uncongealed and 
fluid, like the rhythmic movement of a dance. Warburg concludes his 
lecture lamenting how the disappearance of symbolic rituals marking 
modern Western societies has also corresponded to the loss of the rela-
tionship between ‘man and the outside world’.57 The fight between the 
rational and the demonic — what psychoanalysis explains in terms of 
an oppositional dialectics between the ‘I’ and the Unconscious — 
haunts the Pueblos as much as the Europeans, and Warburg’s late intel-
lectual mission can be explained as a way of conceptualizing a system 
able to activate a channel with the unintelligible (or the Unconscious) 
through a system of visual organization that dismantles the technical 
explanation of cause and effect.

V .  C O N C L U S I O N :  T H E  ‘ A E S T H E T I C  S U B J E C T ’  A N D  T H E 

C O L L A P S E  O F  C A R T O G R A P H I C  R E A S O N

Warburg started to work on his atlas in 1924, the same year that he left 
the Kreuzlingen clinic and one year after delivering the ‘Serpent Lec-
ture’. The significance of Warburg’s journey among the Pueblos for the 
conceptualization of the atlas lies in his description of the Indians’ 
dance in terms of ‘danced causality’ and in the method of assemblage 
adopted in the atlas, which could indeed be described as based on a 
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technique of ‘danced causality’. What really seems to push Warburg 
beyond the order of the archive and towards the aesthetic (dis)order of 
the atlas is the attempt to reactivate a channel with the repressed which 
is condensed in the ‘it’ of the unconscious. To use Warburg’s own 
words, the aim is to recompose the fracture between ‘man and the out-
side world’, in which the outside is precisely the realm of the demonic 
that the serpent — a symbol of death — represents. 
 Warburg’s interest in the serpent is strictly linked to the fever of a 
centred ‘I’ seeking to escape from its own self and reaching towards a 
demonic ‘it’. In this regard, Warburg’s intellectual mission can be better 
understood through the lens of Leo Bersani’s description of the ‘aes-
thetic subject’ .58 In Intimacies, Bersani underlines the individual’s pos-
sibility to exceed its own subjectivity through techniques of disposses-
sion from the self that are typical, for example, of sexuality as much as 
of aesthetic creation. What for Bersani supersedes such activities is the 
emergence of a force, both psychic and corporeal, that is located beyond 
the conscious ‘I’ and is rather positioned in ‘the unconscious it, lodged 
within a subject that it vastly exceeds’. It is this force that for Bersani 
represents the ‘reservoir of the possibility, of all that might be but is 
not’.59 Reading Warburg as a prototype of Bersani’s ‘aesthetic subject’ 
allows us to glimpse the potential emergence in Warburg’s Bilderatlas 
of a different conception of temporality and spatiality, characterized by 
a double process of archivization and anarchivization, and following a 
movement of the shattering of a stable and centered self. Following Ber-
sani, we could describe this process in terms of an ‘It in the I [that] 
transforms subjecthood from psychic density into pure potentiality’.60 
This sort of abandonment of the ‘I’ in favour of the ‘it’ marks the loss 
of a static, personal, and intelligible principle of identity in favour of a 
virtual and impersonal one. The Bilderatlas is thus a vast reservoir of 
potential forces following anachronic and anatopic forces based on an 
act of de-subjectivization from both Warburg’s ‘I’ and from the canon 
of the discipline in which he operates. This aspect is perfectly captured 
in Didi-Huberman’s description of Warburg’s project as ‘an erratic atlas 
of memory, rooted in the unconscious, saturated with heterogenous 
images, invaded by anachronic or immemorial elements, tormented by 
the black of the panels which often assumes the role of indicator of 
empty spaces, of missing links, of memory holes’.61 
 At this point it seems worth linking together the examples ana-
lyzed here in order to understand what is at stake with the contempo-
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rary re-emergence of the atlas as a method of knowledge organization. 
What Warburg and the pioneers of the geography of literature share is 
their mobilization of the atlas as a tool to promote a spatial shift of the 
human sciences. The ‘archaeological’ re-emergence of the atlas runs 
parallel to a sort of archival malaise for the literary canon in the case of 
Bradbury, Moretti, and Luzzatto and Pedullà, and for the historicist 
tradition of art history in the case of Warburg. The atlas is reactivated 
in all these cases as a method of temporal and spatial reconfiguration 
that can challenge linearity, teleology, and wholeness. However, while 
the literary atlases analyzed here challenge the historicist tradition 
through the uncritical adoption of the geographic tradition, ultimately 
reproducing the same aporias of the tradition that they try to overturn, 
the Bilderatlas keeps alive the vibrant tension between the cartographic 
and the anatopic principles that mark the birth of the atlas as an epis-
teme at the end of the sixteenth century. The choice of the images, the 
asymmetrical positioning of the photographs, and the diagrammatic 
and diverse shapes that characterize the panels of the Bilderatlas do not 
depend on a pre-constituted set of geographical or temporal definitions 
but rather depend on the possibility to individuate a common thread, a 
signature, which pre-exists the fracture produced by the constitution of 
historiography and geography as scientific disciplines. In this respect, 
the notion of ‘Pathosformel’, that is, the cohabitation of a multi-stable 
and fluid force (pathos) with a frozen and static one (formel), is a name-
less and impersonal force that keeps haunting our methods of knowl-
edge organization. By introducing the performative gesture of the ser-
pent rituals into the tradition of the atlas, Warburg provokes a collapse 
of the linear axiom of cause and effect in favour of an anti-linear prin-
ciple of ‘danced causality’. The ‘Pathosformel’ would become here as a 
‘pathetic’ and non-dialectical form of dance-montage that follows the 
condensations, disappearance, and re-emergence of forms of expres-
sions throughout history. The principle of selection, classification, and 
organization is crucial for Warburg when he constitutes the photo-
graphic archive of the Institute, but when the archive mutates into the 
atlas, such principle is replaced by a moment of ‘passive divination’ that 
breaks up the linear order of the photographic archive and of the cen-
tred and static subject guarding the archive.
 In this respect, Warburg’s archive fever triggers a process of ‘profa-
nation’ of the cartographic tradition in the philosophical sense that 
Giorgio Agamben gives to this term. In his reconceptualization of the 
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term ‘profanazione’, literally meaning ‘out of the temple’ and thus 
non-sacred,62 Agamben argues that ‘[o]nce profaned, that which was 
unavailable and separate loses its aura and is returned to use’ and that 
profanation ‘deactivates the apparatuses of power and returns to com-
mon use the spaces that power had seized’.63 Drawing on Agamben, we 
might say that the Bilderatlas destitutes the traditional apparatus of 
power that marks the cartographic tradition of the atlas: while the 
Atlante della letteratura, the Atlas of the European Novel, and the 
Atlas of Literature place themselves inside the temple of geography, the 
Bilderatlas exits its perimeter. In other terms, Warburg’s project liber-
ates the atlas from its cartographic tradition through a disparative and 
anti-holistic aesthetic disposition, characterized by intervals, missing 
links, and voids. This new relational modality — rooted in unconscious 
and impersonal drives and characterized by a dancing law of causality 
— leads us to a better understanding of the broader effects of War-
burg’s archive fever. In Warburg’s Bilderatlas, ‘what is no longer 
archived in the same way is no longer lived in the same way. Archivable 
meaning is also and in advance codetermined by the structure that 
archives.’64 Thus, what we might ultimately say is that Warburg’s atlas 
allows us to glimpse the potential to challenge the solid foundations of 
the building of historicism and cartographic reason, suggesting that 
only by undergoing a genealogical critique of the way in which we pro-
duce signifying chains — the way we produce temporalities and spatial-
ities, the way in which we link together data, images, words, and narra-
tives — will we be able seriously to challenge normative modalities of 
production of knowledge, that is, of production of subjectivities, identi-
ties, and life forms.
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