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“Warburg is our obsession [hantise]; he haunts us. He

is to art history what an unappeased ghost— a dyb-

buk— might be to the house we live in. What is such

an obsession? It is something or someone that always

come back,  survives  everything,  reappears  at  inter-

vals,  and  expresses  a  truth  concerning  an  original

state of affairs. It is something or someone that one

cannot  forget,  and  yet  is  impossible  to  recognize

clearly”.1

In 2020, we witnessed the arguably most substan-

tial event dedicated to a single art historian, the Aby

Warburg:  Bilderatlas  Mnemosyne exhibition  at  Haus

der Kulturen der Welt (HKW), Berlin. As a collabora-

tion  between  the  Warburg  Institute  in  London  and

HKW, the exhibition displayed the fully recovered ver-

sion of Warburg’s Bilderatlas.2 This was a peculiar ex-

hibition for two reasons. First, a simple but significant

question  emerged  from this  exhibition:  Why  do  we

need an exhibition on an unfinished project of an early

20th-century art historian? What makes it so pertinent

for contemporary culture? Second, why was this exhi-

bition displayed at HKW, which is a contemporary art

venue?  The  HKW  exhibition  did  not  answer  these

questions.3 After going through the literature on War-

burg,  one realizes  that  this  is  not  unusual  but  very

much the dominant approach for the scholarship on

Warburg.4 This has a number of reasons, but one im-

portant reason stands out from the rest: Warburg had

a vast range of influences and contacts.5 To decipher

his thinking completely, assuming that one has such

an ambition, is almost an impossible task. As Didi-Hu-

berman wisely noted, “to write about this oeuvre to-

day,  we  must  accept  that  our  working  hypotheses

may one day be modified or brought into question by

an  unanticipated  piece  of  this  floating  corpus”.6 It

seems that, for this very reason, scholars are hesitant

to approach this topic.  In this regard, however,  this

paper will detach itself from a philological approach

and seek to determine why Warburg matters today. 

The hypotheses of this paper are fairly straightfor-

ward:  the paper  argues that  contemporary scholars

have turned their attention to Warburg because, like

these scholars, Warburg had a particular way of look-

ing  at  the  past  as  a  dynamic  multilayered  space

rather than a fixed singular one.7 To arrive at such a

significant  understanding  of  the  past, both  postwar

thinkers and Warburg employed geological metaphors

to describe how temporality runs at a different pace at

different locations, just like the layers of the earth. It

can be argued that this metaphor was the outspring

of one turn within the humanities: the spatial turn first

coined by Edward Soja and Frederic Jameson.8 That

being said,  the will  to return to Warburg cannot be

pinpointed to  one phenomenon.  I  would argue that

the number of turns that we have witnessed within the

last 40 years, such as the “affective turn”, “temporal

turn”, and  most  importantly  “pictorial  turn”, equally

accommodate  the  reasons  for  turning  to  Warburg.9

But it can be argued that both for Warburg and post-

modern thinking, the idea of spatiality is the main driv-

ing force. After all, Michel Foucault claimed that “[t]he

present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of

space. We are in the epoch of simultaneity: we are in

the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near-far,

of the side-by-side, of the dispersed”.10 The years be-

tween 1967 and today seem to prove him right.11

The Geological Metaphor and Multiplicity of 
Time
Scholars  often  praise  Warburg’s  understanding  of

temporality and anachronism, but I would argue that

his understanding of temporality very much depends

on his way of looking at space and spatiality. We of-

ten forget that Warburg was surrounded by the idea

of space just like we are today. The ideas in art history
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were no different;  the theories  of  Einfühlung,  which

denote  the  spectators’  encounter  with  artworks  in

space, were extremely influential in art history and at

the turn of the 20th century.12 There was also a group

of scholars who were drawn to the question of Kunst-

geographie (geography  of  art).13 All  of  these  things

were happening at the turn of the 20th century, at a

time  when  Warburg  was  establishing  himself  as  a

scholar. This was, perhaps, the reason why he asked

the question, “What does it mean to orient oneself in

space?”14 However, this question was not something

that he came to at the end of his life but rather the ac-

cumulation of  the questions that  he asked over the

course of his entire life.

It seems that the question of movement was par-

ticularly important for Warburg from very early on. In

his doctoral thesis,  Sandro Boticelli’s Birth of Venus

and Spring:  Antiquity in the Italian Early Renaissance

(1893), he investigated what he called “fluttering gar-

ments”.  However,  Papapetros  has  argued  that  this

was one of the main topics of discussion among War-

burg’s contemporaries. In this regard, Papapetros un-

derlines  Schmarsow’s  rather  dismissive  stance  re-

garding Warburg’s thesis.15 Schmarsow is particularly

important  for  understanding  Warburg’s  interest  in

spatiality and his exposure to theories of  Einf hlungü .

After  all,  Schmarsow was one of Warburg’s  profes-

sors at the Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florence and

he was the first scholar who understood architecture

as space through the theories of Einf hlungü . This pos-

sible influence can also be seen in these two quota-

tions, one from Schmarsow and the other from War-

burg. Schmarsow stated: “It is evident that all instru-

ments and objects man invents and makes, must be

adapted to his body and members; they become with

the living organs they serve.”16 And Warburg stated

that “[t]he memory image [Erinnerungsbild] is felt as a

bodily member”.17 Furthermore, there is a wide range

of spatial  vocabulary  that  Warburg used throughout

his life such as Bildfahrzeuge (image vehicles), Gesetz

der guten Nachbarschaft  (the law of the good neigh-

bor),  Bilderwanderung (migration of  images),  among

many others.18 One such metaphor that Warburg used

was  Leitfossil. According to Didi-Huberman, it was a

term that demonstrated that Warburg understood the

different layers of time. For him and geology, Leitfossil

are objects used to understand the characteristic na-

ture of epochs. What is significant about Warburg’s

usage of this metaphor, Didi-Huberman has argued, is

the fact that he was aware of the heterogeneous na-

ture of these layers.19 I believe that Warburg’s usage

of such a metaphor is quite telling regarding his un-

derstanding of time and space. It shows that Warburg

understood  the  multiplicity  of  time,  but  Warburg  is

certainly not alone in this regard. As Helge Jordheim

has pointed out,  the notion of  a multiplicity  of  time

based on an understanding of different geological lay-

ers  was first  formulated  by Danish  natural  historian

Nicolaus Steno in the 17th century. In the aftermath of

the Second World War, this idea has emerged as a

metaphor to think about multiplicity of time for num-

ber  of  historians.20 From  this  group  of  scholars,  I

would like to highlight Reinhart Koselleck, who is ar-

guably  the  most  influential  historian  of  the  postwar

era.  This  is  because  of  his  usage  of  a  geological

metaphor:  “sediments  of  time”,  which  correlates  to

Warburg’s understanding of Leitfossil. Koselleck stat-

ed: 

“My topic is ‘sediments of time’. And I should preface

it by noting that, as a historian, I am not capable of

making any claims based on the laws of  physics or

biology.  Instead,  this  essay  operates  much more  in

the realm of metaphor: ‘sediments or layers of time’

refers to geological formations that differ in age and

depth  and  that  changed  and  set  themselves  apart

from each other at differing speeds over the course of

the so-called history of the earth. We are, then, using

a metaphor that first emerged in the eighteenth centu-

ry, after traditional, static natural history (historia natu-

ralis) had become temporalized and thus also histori-

cized. By transposing this metaphor back into human,

political, or social history as well as into structural his-

tory,  we can analytically  separate  different  temporal

levels  upon which  people  move and events  unfold,

and thus ask about the longer-term preconditions for

such events”.21

Now,  one  may  assume  that  this  geological

metaphor means that Warburg’s and Koselleck’s un-

derstanding of time and space is fixed and stable, as
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geological  layers  seem to  be fixed and run  parallel

while remaining distinct from each other, but that is

not the case. This is the significance of the metaphor.

For example, take the explanation given by geologist

Marcia Bjornerud for a phenomenon that may appear

surprising to many. She asks us to consider the St.

Peter  Sandstone  of  Ordovician  age  at  Minnehaha

Falls in Minneapolis. She argues that even though the

same  geological  layers  run  uninterrupted  through

hundreds of  kilometers,  this  is not  the same every-

where. She explains that due to a vast range of events

such  as  volcanic  eruptions  or  the  impact  of  mete-

orites,  this  continuity  can  become  fractured.  Thus,

Bjornerud states, not all layers of St. Peter Sandstone

are markers of the same time, that is, the layers are

not  isochronous; instead, the layers are  diachronous

and show the traces of different events that occurred

after  the  formation  of  the  first  geological  layers.  In

other  words,  geological  layers  are  not  always  ho-

mogenous but also heterogenous, which shows how

different  layers  of  time  collapse  and  interfere  with

each other.22

It seems that Warburg was very much aware of this

condition of the geological layers. In this regard, Didi-

Huberman  has  highlighted  Ferdinand  von

Richthofen’s classic book on geology that could be

found in Warburg’s Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek

Warburg. In this book, Didi-Huberman has found an

idea that correlates to his way of thinking: the “folding

of layers”. In this regard, Didi -Huberman stated that

“the dialectic of long-lasting epochs and catastrophic

alterations  of  the earth’s  crust—all  things that  War-

burg’s  ‘seismography’  was  ready  to  welcome  as  a

genuine  epistemological  model  of  the  Nachleben”.23

By this, Didi-Huberman suggests that Warburg found

an epistemological model that understands time and

space as a dynamic sphere in which images become

the gateways of not just the past but also the present.

In other words, Warburg understood images as active

agents and called them Dynamogramme (energy-con-

tainers).  24 By seeing images as active agents rather

than passive ones, he was opposing an art-historical

tradition that had been in place since the Enlighten-

ment.25 Warburg’s understanding of dynamic time and

space was also evident in his eagerness to get in con-

tact with Albert Einstein, whose theory of relativity had

far-reaching consequences  in  art  and culture.26 The

archive of the Warburg Institute shows that Warburg

made several attempts to meet Albert Einstein and he

wanted to welcome him in the Kulturwissenschaftliche

Bibliothek  Warburg.27 In  the  end,  Warburg  and Ein-

stein  met  at  Scharbeutz  in  Germany.  According  to

Warburg and Fritz Saxl, their meeting was a success-

ful one in which Warburg described the  Bilderreihen

(image  series)  technique.28 Warburg’s  eagerness  to

meet Einstein and his insistence on the similarities be-

tween his work and Einstein’s work is quite telling and

a clear indicator about his scholarly endeavors. In this

regard,  for  example,  Bernard  Westphal  has  argued

that  Einstein’s  theory  of  relativity  was  essentially  a

blow to views of positivist time and space as well as

Euclidian geometry that had been inherited from the

Enlightenment.29 But Warburg’s interest  in Einstein’s

work was no accident; Warburg had a keen interest in

astrological motifs and he believed that it was a sig-

nificant  way  of  demonstrating  how  ideas  migrated

from one location to another.30 Warburg’s interest in

astrology is probably best expressed in the first three

panels of  Mnemosyne: A, B, and C. In this regard, I

would like to argue that Panel C is particularly signifi-

cant.

Although this panel is structured around Warburg’s

interest in Keplerian ideas, it is also a key panel  for

understanding the sense of  Mnemosyne. One of the

most striking features of  this panel  is how Warburg

placed a photograph of a Zeppelin on the panel. This

was the  embodiment  of  Warburg’s  keen interest  in

aviation, which was yet another way of thinking about

images and ideas migrating to different locations. He

famously wrote an essay entitled, “Airship and Sub-

marine in the Medieval  Imagination”,  in 1913 and a

lecture on airmail stamps entitled, “Die Funktion des

Briefmarkenbildes  im Geistesverkehr  der  Welt”.31 All

of these interests of Warburg stem from one big idea:

Wanderstraßen des Geistes (paths taken by the mind).

As Dorothea McEwan has demonstrated, Warburg

also had a deep interest in maps, mapmaking and as-

trology. This led him to the concept of  Wanderkarte

(map of images) and the idea of  Wanderstraßen des

Geistes (paths taken by the mind). According to McE-

wan, this term indicated what Warburg had in mind in

his scholarly enterprise: 
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“A Wanderstraße in Warburg’s understanding provid-

ed a path, a course for all that and more; it was an

artery along which ideas coursed, semi hidden, but vi-

tal for the health of the organism. But ideas were not

only  carried  in  a  physical  sense  from  landmark  to

landmark  by  traveling  scholars,  merchants,  pilgrims

and beggars.  In uncharted territories or on the high

seas it was only natural that travelers were guided by

the stars and, by extension, by a belief in the guiding

properties of the stars”.32

This also takes me to one particular object for dis-

cussing Warburg’s understanding of spatiotemporali-

ty: the Liver of Piacenza, which is a bronze Etruscan

artifact in Panel 1 of Mnemosyne. Didi-Huberman has

questioned why Warburg placed such a peculiar ob-

ject in Mnemosyne and has traced the meaning of the

liver in ancient times as the center of the human soul

and body. Most importantly, he has argued that this

object  was  important  first,  because  it  signified  the

idea of migration (Wanderung), and second, it repre-

sented to him the idea of the relationship between mi-

crocosm and macrocosm.33 Didi Huberman stated:

“[…] divinatory sheep’s livers were of interest to War-

burg because they represented, in his view, an exem-

plary case of that historical and geographical mobility

for which images are the privileged vehicles: migratory

images  whose  consideration  makes  every  ‘artistic

style’ and every ‘national culture’, as we say incorrect-

ly, an essentially hybrid, impure, and mixed entity. A

mix or montage of things, of places, or of heteroge-

neous times. One of the most decisive contributions

in the Warburgian history of art is found in his discov-

ery, at the very heart of the most ‘classical’ or most

‘measured’ things the West has produced—referring

to Greco-Roman art and the Italian Renaissance, re-

spectively—a fundamental impurity linked to the great

migratory movements that could only be brought to

light by a Kulturwissenschaft worthy of that name, that

is, one capable of reading the movements of spaces

in each visual configuration”.34

One can argue that  Warburg’s way of  looking at

space as a fluid and dynamic sphere rather  than a

fixed prism very much correlates with a postmodern

understanding  of  space.  Tim  Cresswell  has  argued

that one of the ways of conceiving postmodern geog-

raphy is an insistence on topology rather than topog-

raphy.35 While the former refers to the connectedness

of different spaces, the latter constructs space as dis-

tinct units. In other words, for the former, the space is

dynamic,  whereas  for  the latter,  space is  fixed and

stable. Thus, Cresswell stated that postmodern geog-

raphy understands space as overwhelmingly relation-

al. In this regard, he quoted Marcus Doel, who is one

of the most important advocates of postmodern ge-

ography. Doel stated: 

“Since  space  is  continuously  being  made,  unmade,

and remade by  the  incessant  shuffling of  heteroge-

neous relations, its potential can never be contained

and its exuberance can never  be quelled.  What be-

comes  of  space  always  and  necessarily  eludes  the

grasp of every will to order. Although space may be

stabilized for a  time,  it  cannot be entirely  mastered

[…]  Whence  the  shift  from  a  ‘topographical’  to  a

‘topological’  appreciation  of  space:  from an  orderly

patchwork of surfaces to an unruly skein of relations,

from a structuralist to a post-structuralist kind of ge-

ography”.36 

It can be argued that one of the key differences be-

tween these two notions is that postmodern geogra-

phy insists on putting a human at the center of the

equation of space whereas the modern understanding

of space is detached from social life. In this regard,

Anthony Vidler argued that at the turn of the 20th cen-

tury  Georg  Simmel  and  Siegfried  Kracauer  thought

about urban space and identified the spatial estrange-

ment among critics.37 This was significantly different

from the approaches of scholars such as Henri Lefeb-

vre  and  Edward  Soja,  who  above  all  understood

space as a social construction.38 In the 1970s, the rise

of phenomenology among geographers such as Yi-Fi

Tuan, Edward Relph, and David Seamon and the de-

velopment of the idea of place was yet another inter-

locutor in this regard. Concurrently, the phenomenol-

ogy of architecture was also gaining momentum in ar-

chitectural  circles;  the most famous example of this

approach  being  Christian  Norberg-  Schulz  with  his

notion of  genius loci through his reading of Heideg-
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ger.39 Without  a doubt,  phenomenology of  architec-

ture has become one of the dominant approaches in

architecture,  with scholars such as Joseph Rykwert,

David Leatherbarrow, Juhani Pallasmaa, and Alberto

Perez-Gomez,  among  many  others,  supporting  the

approach.40 Now, one may very well ask what do all of

these  have to  do  with  Warburg? I  argue that  War-

burg’s Mnemosyne was also produced to understand

the  dwellings  of  humans  and  their  imagination,

dreams, and traumas. This is evidence of his interest

in not just artworks but artifacts such as tapestries,

coins,  postal  stamps,  and airmail  stamps,  as noted

earlier. In this regard, it was not a matter of lyricism

when  McEwan  called  Mnemosyne psychogeogra-

phy.41 

In recent years, with the discussions on global and

transnational discourses in the background, the idea

of  the  connectedness  of  different  geographies  has

gained momentum as well. For example, Amy J. Elias

and  Christian  Moraru  have  identified  a  “planetary

turn”,  which  is  opposed  to  globalization  and  cos-

mopolitanism. They stated that their concept of “plan-

etary  relatedness”  runs contrary  to  global  and cos-

mopolitan abstract space. They have argued that the

“planetary  turn  is  thus  bioconnective.  Not  a  mono-

logue  but  an  echo,  speaking  to  us  not  through  a

mouthpiece but as through a sonar, cultural discourse

and identity  come about  through the connection  of

bodies in space and time in the post-Cold War, plane-

tary age”.42 In geography, too, we see similar tenden-

cies with the emergence of the “new mobilities para-

digm”, coined by Mimi Sheller and John Urry. Accord-

ing to Sheller and Urry, the question of movement has

become increasingly important as a wide spectrum of

people  are  constantly  on  the  move  due  to  various

phenomena ranging from asylum seeking to holiday-

making.  They  stated  that  traditional  social  sciences

are insufficient to understand this flow of mobilities as

it  is  predominantly  “a-mobile”.  The  “new  mobilities

paradigm”,  they  stated,  investigates  vast  forms  of

movement which include not  only the movement of

people  but  of  images and information.43 In  memory

studies, too, there has been a call for the transnation-

al  or transcultural  turn.44 In  this  regard,  Ann Rigney

and Chiara  de Cesari  have argued that  the  current

conditions of the world dictate a transnational frame-

work of memory studies that have been long built on

national memories.45 Most substantially, Astrid Erll has

acknowledged the importance of Warburg’s work to

her conception of “traveling memory”.46  Erll stated: 

“Memories  do  not  hold  still—on  the  contrary,  they

seem to be constituted first of all through movement.

What we are dealing with, therefore, is not so much

(and perhaps not even metaphorically) ‘sites’ of mem-

ory, lieux de mémoire, but rather the ‘travels’ of mem-

ory, les voyages or les mouvements de mémoire. Pos-

sible contexts of such movement range from everyday

interaction among different social groups to transna-

tional media reception and from trade, migration and

diaspora to war and colonialism”.47 

In all of these studies, one conception stands out—

space  as  a  relational  sphere,  i.e., understanding

space topologically rather than topographically, in the

way that Warburg proposed. Thus, both Warburg and

scholars of the postmodern era understand time in a

relational  way that runs through nothing but hetero-

topia.48

Conclusion
“To use a geographical map, it is not enough to look

at it from the outside: we must know where we are sit-

uated in relation to what it represents. In order to un-

derstand our experience of space, it is not enough to

think of  Newtonian space.  We must  remember  that

we see this space from inside it, that we are localized.

In order to understand time, it is not enough to think

of it from outside: it is necessary to understand that

we, in every moment of our experience, are situated

within time”.49

I would like to conclude this essay with one of the

most famous Japanese folktales, if not the most fa-

mous: the story of Urashima Tar . According to thisō
anonymous  tale,  Urashima  (a  fisherman)  spots  a

group of children abusing a turtle by the sea and he

saves the turtle from them. When Urashima goes to

sea  the  next  day,  he  realizes  that  the  same  turtle

awaits him. The turtle, in a show of gratitude, offers

Urashima a visit to his kingdom under the sea, Dragon

Palace. Urashima spends three days underwater, but
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soon he misses his home and family. He tells the King

and Princess of Dragon Palace of his wish to return

home.  They reluctantly  accept  Urashima’s desire  to

leave. When he is about to leave, they give him a box

and warn him to never open the box. When Urashima

reaches  his  village,  he  realizes  that  his  village  is

completely  different  and everyone he once loved is

long gone. In grief and despair, he opens the box, and

in the blink of an eye, he becomes an old man. At this

point, we realize that it was the old age of Urashima

that was hidden in the box and the three days that he

spent under the water were equal to 300 years in his

village. It can be argued that this little story is the per-

fect allegory for how time flows at different speeds in

different places and time is not one-dimensional and

linear but heterochronous and multiple. But our story

does not culminate here: the story of Urashima tells

how those different flows of time percolate differently

in different  places,  but there is one more important

feature  that  Urashima  does  not  tell  us.  For  this,  I

would like to turn to the story of Mr. Palomar. 

Mr. Palomar is a novel by Italo Calvino, but what is

important  about this novel  is how Donald J. Wilcox

uses it in his The Measure of Times Past: Pre-Newto-

nian Chronologies and Rhetoric  of  Relative Time, in

which he investigates the development of Newtonian

absolute time and space, which is fixed and singular.

He argues that while the Newtonian understanding of

time and space was essential for scientific methodol-

ogy and positivist historians in particular, this position

was challenged by the new conception of time which

emerged from the studies such as Einstein’s theory of

relativity,Alfred White Northead’s philosophy, among

others.50To  explain  the  position  of  scholars  who

adopted  the  Newtonian  understanding  of  time  and

space, Wilcox opens his book by telling the whimsical

story of Mr. Palomar, who wishes to distinguish the

waves from each other and see one wave in particu-

lar. Mr. Palomar changes his point of view and posi-

tion  in  a  desperate  attempt  to  identify  that  single

wave.  Wilcox  stated,  “Italo  Calvino  has  drawn  this

protagonist as an exemplar of twentieth-century hu-

manity seeking the certainty of concrete and objective

truth in a world where particular events with simple lo-

cations in space and time are no longer seen as an

adequate expression of reality”.51 Wilcox went on to

explain  that  it  is  not  that  Mr.  Palomar  is  ignorant,

rather he is in doubt; he does not know how to inter-

pret the new reality of the 20th century where no sin-

gle  point  in  space  and  time  represents  reality  any-

more.52 This is what the sea, if you will, puts forward

to us.53 It  pushes  us to  think about connectiveness

rather  than  discreteness;  it  leads  us  to  look  at  the

world through boundaries (fluid)  rather  than borders

(fixed).54 And Warburg seemed to understand this in

his eagerness to develop what he called “pictorial ori-

entation”. Warburg stated: 

“ Since reading my cherished friend Boll’s Sphaera in

1907, I have been able to integrate the cosmological,

pictorial element into our considerations, whereby we,

that is, I and my trusted friend and assistant, Dr. Saxl,

were able to create a science of pictorial orientation,

which  has  justified  us  in  speaking  of  new,  cultu-

ral-scientific  art  history.  Such  an  art  history  knows

neither temporal nor spatial boundaries. For our work,

however,  we  deal  with  the  temporal  framework  of

2000 BCE to 1650 CE, and we have geographically li-

mited our search for the Mediterranean influence to

the terrain from Khorasan to England and from Egypt

to Norway”.55

This passage, I would argue, underlines Warburg’s

eagerness to see the connectedness of cultures and

different spatiotemporalities rather than dividing them

into discrete units. In this regard, it can be argued that

Warburg  was  not  very  far  from French  philosopher

Michel Serres, who stated: “I don’t think it is an ontol-

ogy  we  need,  but  a  desmology—in  Greek  desmos

means connection or link…. What interests me is not

so much the state of things but the relations between

them”.56 Warburg seems to be interested in desmolo-

gy as well, specifically the desmology of images, and,

for him, this desmology extended overwhelmingly and

inevitably beyond any borders. I would like to argue

that this is the reason why scholars of the humanities

are so obsessed with Warburg. Nevertheless, a study

conducted by Robert S. Nelson showed that art histo-

ry remains loyal to its foundational ideas.57 This condi-

tion, I argue, shows that the art historian continues to

be Mr. Palomar. It is not that art history is now igno-

file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/vierteabgabe/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/vierteabgabe/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/vierteabgabe/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/vierteabgabe/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/vierteabgabe/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/vierteabgabe/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/vierteabgabe/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/vierteabgabe/


Mehmet Sülek The Geological Metaphor and Multiplicity of Time kunsttexte.de            2/2023 - 7

rant  of  anachronism and symptoms,  as Didi-Huber-

man has put  it,  but  it  is  anxious about  what  these

questions would mean for art history. 58

Orhan Pamuk contributed to the catalogue of the

14th  Istanbul  Biennial,  SALTWATER:  A  Theory  of

Thought Forms (2015), with a short text on the sea. In

this text, he stated that all year long, the sea appears

peaceful and beautiful. But as soon as he puts his feet

in the water, Pamuk continued, he realizes the horrors

of the sea.59 This is also Mr. Palomor as an art histori-

an who is hesitant to step into the sea because s/he is

all  too aware of the horrors and chaos that inhabits

the sea. But as Friedrich Hölderlin in his poem,  Pat-

mos, reminds us: “Where there is danger, a rescuing

element grows as well”.60 
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Zusammenfassung
Over the last 30 years, Aby Warburg (1866-1929) has

emerged as one of the principal figures of not just art

history but the humanities in general. This recent inte-

rest in Warburg has arguably been spawned by the

exhibition of the fully recovered version of Warburg’s

last and unfinished project, Mnemosyne Atlas (1927-

1929), at Haus der Kulturen Welt in Berlin, which is

primarily  a  contemporary  art  venue.  This  paper  will

discuss why Warburg’s thinking has unexpectedly re-

surfaced  in  academia  today.  In  this  regard,  it  will

argue that one of the reasons is Warburg’s and post-

war-era  scholars’  insistence  on  the  multiplicity  of

time. To arrive at such a significant understanding of

time, the paper will show how the emergence of geo-

logical metaphors was crucial both for Warburg and

postwar scholars. In this regard, the paper will under-

line the similarities between one of the most influential

historians  of  the  postwar  era,  Reinhardt  Koselleck,

and his  notion  of  Zeitschichten  (sediments  of  time)

and Warburg’s formulation of leitfossil (index fossils).

The paper will argue that these metaphors are the re-

sult of a fluid topological understanding of space rat-

her than a static topographic understanding. Moreo-

ver, the paper will underline how academia since the

1980s has fostered such a topological space. Thus,

the paper will ultimately argue that Warburg has be-

come prominent in contemporary scholarship due to

his formulation of the multiplicity of time which arose

from his topological understanding.
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