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n 1895 the German Jewish art his-
torian and banking heir Aby War-
burg started World War I. It wasn’t
until an October evening twenty-
three years later that he revealed

this to his family. At gunpoint.
Later that same evening in 1918, Warburg was taken

away by men in white coats. After brief stays in sanato-
riums in his native Hamburg and in Jena, he took up
residence at an exclusive clinic outside Kreuzlingen
named Bellevue. He was not the clinic’s first or only
celebrated visitor. The deeply strange French writer
Raymond Roussel, beloved of the surrealists, sojourned
there, as would Vaslav Nijinsky, the German Expression-
ist painter Ludwig Kirchner, and pioneer feminist

Bertha Pappenheim (better known today as
Freud’s “Anna O.”).

Unlike some of Bellevue’s patients, War-
burg was not un malade imaginaire. He was
totally mad. Convinced that the cooking staff
was serving him the flesh of his own family,

he became a vegetarian. His schizophrenia was reflected
not only in the fears that plagued his mealtimes but also
in the rhythm of his daily life.Though lucid and sociable
in the afternoon and evening, he began each day in a
wildly primal state.As a rule,his mornings were filled with
bouts of energetic roaring.Warburg’s doctor encouraged
visitors to come see him, though he carefully specified
that afternoons were best. A colleague of Warburg’s
arrived one day shortly before noon. Entering the ele-
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gantly appointed Bellevue, he heard
the distant echoes of a wild king-
dom. Half an hour later, Warburg
greeted him, impeccably attired and
as refined and cordial as ever. After a
few minutes he took his guest aside
and with an air of great amusement
confided, “My dear friend, did you
hear all that roaring? Well, you
would never guess. But that was me!”
Warburg then smiled brightly and
the two men embarked on a lively
discussion of fifteenth-century Flo-
rentine art.

Shortly after the celebrated art
historian’s admittance to Bellevue,
Sigmund Freud wrote to the clinic’s
director to ask after Warburg’s future.
Ludwig Binswanger, whose uncle
had treated Nietzsche and who was
not unfamiliar with the difficulties
of creative genius, replied that War-
burg was severely manic-depressive
and likely to remain that way. (In the
published correspondence between
Freud and Binswanger,“Prof.V from
I” is an alphabetical encrypting of
“Prof.W[arburg] from H[amburg].”)
Binswanger noted with chagrin that
although Warburg had come to
Bellevue to undergo “the talking
cure,” he remained singularly un-
communicative—with people. He
did, however, speak with what he
called his Seelentierchen, his “tiny
soulful animals”: the butterflies and
moths that were the frequent com-
panions of his lonely hours. Bin-
swanger first had a real glimpse of
what, in fact, was secretly troubling
Warburg one evening almost three
years after his patient’s arrival.Walk-
ing by an open window, Binswanger
happened to overhear Warburg

telling one of his flitting friends of
the terror that gripped him during
the then-raging First World War. He
had been convinced that frenzied
hordes were making their way to his
home, coming to tear his family
apart limb from limb. It was his
attempt to spare his loved ones this
grisly fate that led to the arrival of
men in white coats.

Through the ministering efforts
of his kind doctor, Warburg’s fears,
and his roaring, slowly subsided. In
1923, five years after Warburg’s
breakdown, Binswanger judged him
ready to return at last to his scholar-
ly life—on a single condition. He
asked his patient to demonstrate the
return of his faculties by giving a
lecture to a select audience on a
subject of his choice. Curiously,
what Warburg chose had nothing to
do with his area of expertise, the
Italian Renaissance, but instead with
a trip he took to the American West
many years before—a journey that
led him to start the Great War.

Back in the summer of 1895, the
then-twenty-nine-year-old Warburg
traveled to New York to attend the
wedding of one of his younger
brothers to the daughter of the
American banker Solomon Loeb. It
was a gala affair, and Warburg was
bored to tears. At the time, he was
much too occupied with books and
libraries—and, more particularly,
with his own growing library—to
have much interest in high society.

As the eldest of five sons,War-
burg had been expected to take
over direction of his family’s vener-
able and very prosperous bank. By
age thirteen, however, it was all too

clear to him that he wasn’t cut out
for it.Wasting no time, he made an
arrangement with his equally deci-
sive brother Max, one year his
junior, whereby he would cede all
rights of primogeniture in return
for Max’s agreement to buy him
any book he wanted for the en-
tirety of his life. Surprisingly
enough, the adolescent agreement
proved binding.

While Max was hard at work at
the family bank, Aby was equally
occupied amassing one of the
strangest libraries in the world. Ded-
icated to the broad field of what the
German call Kulturwissenschaft, the
humanities and social sciences, the
library’s most striking feature was its
principle of organization. Works
were not classified by subject,
author, title, or even date of acquisi-
tion, but instead by what Warburg
called “the law of the good neigh-
bor.” Though grouped under such
general rubrics as Anthropology or
Art History, both the various sec-
tions and the books within them
were arranged as a function of their
ability to engage with the books on
either side of them. A line of specu-
lation opened in one volume was
attested  to or attacked, continued or
contradicted, refined or refuted in its
neighbor. The constantly changing
collection became a labyrinth where
Warburg was Daedalus, Ariadne, and
Minotaur all at once. Upon first vis-
iting the library in the 1920s, the
German philosopher Ernst Cassirer,
one of the most erudite men of the
day, declared that he saw only two
options: to leave immediately or stay
for ten years.A systematic man, Cas-
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sirer did the one, and then returned
to do the other.

Back to 1895.When the family
arrived in New York for the wed-
ding, Aby’s library was still in its
early stages. With a literal carte
blanche from his brother, he was
eager to acquire materials. As soon
as politely possible, he left the wed-
ding party and headed first north to
Cambridge and then south to Wash-
ington. In the course of amassing an
impressive number of ethnograph-
ical treatises, experts at Harvard and
the Smithsonian told Warburg sto-
ries about Native American culture.
Fired by these accounts, and despite
warnings that winter was no time
for such travel, he struck out in late
fall for the still wild West.

A s Warburg sat down to
tell the tale of his trip
west that could bring his

confinement in Bellevue to an end,
he found himself at a loss for
words. He scrawled in large letters
at the top of his first page of notes
a single word: Help! It soon came—
in the form of an image. One of a
mass of intertwined snakes.

The goal of Warburg’s westward
journey in the winter of 1895 to
1896 was to study the art and rituals
of the Hopi Indians. One ritual cap-
tivated him more than the rest: the
snake dance. It began with an elabo-
rate sand painting, carefully con-
structed at the center of the mesa
and depicting lightning-like snakes
flashing down from the sky. Once
the picture was completed, dancers
began to circle hypnotically around
it. Eventually, some of them left, re-

turning moments later with dozens
of poisonous snakes. (Charles Fletch-
er Lummis, a newspaper editor who
moved to New Mexico in 1888,
observed and photographed the rit-
ual a few years later. He estimated
that of the more than one hundred
snakes used, upward of sixty were
poisonous rattlesnakes.) They were
brought coiling and hissing to the
center of the dancing area and then
thrown down onto the sand paint-
ing. Their angry writhing merged
with their depictions until the two
were indistinguishable.The serpents
were then removed one by one and
carried in the mouths of the dancers
to the edge of the mesa. From here,
they were ushered out into the des-
ert as special envoys to bid their re-
latives, the Gods of Rain, to end the
drought.

In Bellevue’s refined setting,
Warburg explained the order and
import of this ritual to his select
audience. Friends, family, and col-
leagues were surprised to hear of the
singular ritual, and still more sur-

prised to hear Warburg speak not of
Italian art, as they had expected, but
of experiences with the Hopis,
about which he had hitherto nei-
ther publicly spoken nor written.
They were even more surprised to
hear him explain how he would
never have been capable of his
insights into the refinements of
Renaissance art had it not been for
his stay with the Hopis.

F rom his first writings in the
1880s, Warburg’s work
revolved around a central

theme, one to which the institute
that bears his name remains dedicat-
ed: the return of images from pagan
antiquity in Renaissance art. He
believed that this rebirth was not to
be exclusively attributed to such
factors as renewed interest in hu-
manist study or new archaeological
discoveries (such as the unearthing
of the statue of Laocoön struggling
against the snakes sent to dispatch
him and his family, which Michel-
angelo so admired).Whereas earlier
generations of art historians had
seen in Greek culture “a calm and
noble simplicity” that the growing
refinement of the Renaissance ap-
propriated, what Warburg saw was
neither calm nor simple. Every-
where he turned, he saw Dionysian
energies lurking in the folds of
Apolline art.

One of the goals of the institute
that Warburg founded was to re-
medy a certain schizophrenia he
diagnosed in the study of art. On
the one hand, he saw the necessity
of formal and historical analysis, of
the disinterested judgment Kant had

28

blvr50.qxd  7/29/08  1:48 PM  Page 28



stressed. On the other, there was the
experience of the work of art, an
experience that in the best cases was
full of passion, confusion, and con-
tradiction.The first was art as analy-
sis and accomplishment; the second
was art as intoxication and immer-
sion. Spurred by his trip to the
American West, the young Warburg
sought to understand the artistic
image not only as a set of formal
characteristics but also as an imprint
of intense emotion—one in the
traces of which lay cultural energies
that might be reawakened.This aspi-
ration led to the companion project
to Warburg’s library: Mnemosyne.
Named after the mother of the
Muses, this “image atlas,” as he called
it, attempted to capture the funda-
mental poses and postures of West-
ern experience. From his enormous
archive, Warburg chose images that
would illustrate this process of cul-
tural transmission at work; these
were displayed on dozens of large
panels draped in black cloth. On
one such panel, an allegorical image
of the Roman god Mars from a
fifteenth-century manuscript was
juxtaposed with illustrations from
Kepler’s Mysterium Cosmographicum
(1621) representing the elliptical
orbit of Mars, next to a martial
photograph of the Graf Zeppelin
dirigible tailed by a Japanese coast
guard plane. On another, a graceful
young golfer swings next to
Donatello’s Judith beheading
Holofernes. Like Warburg’s library,
the image atlas was intended to
track the mysterious movements of
a culture’s memory; both would
never be completed because they

could never be complete.
There was much in his work

that Warburg found perilous, and he
once described his scholarly writings
as “ghost stories for the very adult.”
As accounts of the ravages of World
War I reached him, he grew increas-
ingly terrified. By 1918, his sensitive
temperament was no longer able to
bear the shocks he continued to
receive from the images—or, as he
called them for a time, “dynamo-
grams”—around him. He imagined
that his pioneering research into
pagan antiquity had opened a Pan-
dora’s box. After centuries of restless
sleep in the treasured images of
Western art, primitive energies were
now running amok, leaving very real
death and destruction in their wake.
This was what, pistol in hand, he
tried to explain to his family on a
dark night in 1918.His intent was to
take their lives quickly and painless-
ly, sparing them a more terrible
death at the hands of those drunk on
the energies of the past.

Warburg’s talk on a ritual that
looked like madness—venomous
snakes and all—seems to have func-
tioned like a ritual that ended his

madness.Not long thereafter,he was
back at work in his library and the
adjoining institute he had founded
in 1921, and lived happily at its cen-
ter until his death in 1929. Because
what Warburg consented to publish
during his lifetime was spare and
highly specialized, his influence on
art history has been like dark matter.
Although not directly visible, it
could be deduced from the intellec-
tual orbits of his many celebrated
friends and students, in E. R. Cur-
tius’s studies of literary topoi, Edgar
Wind’s explorations of art and anar-
chy, Frances Yates’s work on the art
of memory, Fritz Saxl’s studies of
melancholy, and Erwin Panofsky’s
iconological analyses of everything
from the Rolls-Royce to Arcadia.

At a talk in Padua in 1994,E.H.
Gombrich, the most famous art his-
torian of the century, counseled his
audience against “recent attempts to
transform Warburg into a prophet
of our century.” This was not the
first time he had made such a plea.
In 1970 he published the long-
awaited Aby Warburg: An Intellectual
Biography.With so little of Warburg’s
writing directly available, readers—
especially in the English-speaking
world—were long dependent upon
Gombrich’s account. Though he
directed the Warburg Institute for
seventeen years, and was one of the
first directors to succeed Warburg as
its head, the two men never met. In
fact, Gombrich was first hired by
the institute in 1936 (it had re-
located to London three years earli-
er) to catalog the sprawling mass of
papers Warburg left behind at his
death. The young Gombrich
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quickly grew impatient with the
winding inroads of Warburg’s writ-
ing.When he came to the institute,
two of Warburg’s closest collabora-
tors, Fritz Saxl and Gertrud Bing,
were then at work on an intellectu-
al biography of their friend and
teacher that they did not live to
complete. Gombrich’s work in the
archive put him in a position to take
up this same task, and from 1946 to
1947 he wrote the bulk of a manu-
script and showed it to others at the
institute. He was promptly dissuad-
ed from publishing it, not because it
revealed intimate details about War-
burg’s private madness (Gombrich,
in fact, generally avoids the matter),
but for the simplified image it gave
of the man and his work. Nearly
twenty-five years later, with Bing
and Saxl long dead, and Gombrich
crowned by fame, he at last brought
out the biography.The Times Liter-
ary Supplement immediately ran an
urbanely scathing anonymous
review (written by Warburg’s spiri-
tual successor, the mischievously
brilliant Edgar Wind). But in large
part those who might have defend-
ed Warburg’s memory had departed,
and what prevailed in the years to
come was the image of a man who
was ineffectual, maniacal, and, ulti-
mately, of little interest.

Aby Warburg was, however, too
charming and too weird a thinker 
to remain in the shadow cast by
Gombrich’s biography—something
Gombrich himself had already be-
gun to realize when he addressed his
audience in Padua. Recent years
have attested to this, as serious and
sympathetic studies of Warburg’s

thought have begun to appear with
increasing frequency. French
thinkers, never ones to leave inspired
weirdness unexplored, have been at
the forefront. Phillipe-Alain Mi-
chaud’s Aby Warburg and the Image in
Motion (1998), recently translated
into English and published by MIT,
offers an enlarged view of Warburg
and his legacy, stressing his manner
of seeing images as the history of
culture in crystallized form. Moving
still further in this direction is
Georges Didi-Huberman’s exuber-
ant and erudite 2002 work, L’image
survivante: Histoire de l’art et temps des
fantômes selon Aby Warburg (The Sur-
viving Image: The History of Art
and the Time of Phantoms Accord-
ing to Aby Warburg). In Warburg’s
native Germany, books such as
Ulrich Raulff ’s Wilde Energien: Vier
Versuche zu Aby Warburg (Wild Ener-
gies:Four Essays on Aby Warburg), as
well as the long-delayed publication
of Warburg’s complete works, also
testify to this renewed interest.

One of the reasons for this
redoubled attention recalls the title
of Gombrich’s long-awaited final

work, The Preference for the Primitive
(2002). For Warburg, the primitive
was not merely a stylistic possibility,
a point on the pendulum swing of
taste, or a stage in our past.When he
remarked that “all mankind is eter-
nally and at all times schizophrenic,”
he meant it.This was his way of say-
ing that the primitive—the imme-
diate and intense—response to the
work of art, though it might be
banned from the canon of cultivated
judgment, should not be neglected.
His quest to understand this ele-
ment led him far from the trad-
itional provinces of art history.This
proved perilous territory—far more
so than anything he experienced
“beyond the railroad” in America’s
uncharted West—as he sought to
return art to its primitive home,
among the writhing of snakes, the
roaring of lions, and the flight of
fritillaries. For him, it was necessary
not only to know how to walk
around a museum but also how to
dance around a sand painting alive
with writhing snakes.

Although he indeed founded a
library and an institute,Warburg did
not found a school. And the reason
for this is simple: he dictated no
method—or, at least, no method
that has proven easy to follow.
Among Warburg’s unpublished pa-
pers, however, is a sheaf of carefully
bound notes, dating from shortly
before his death, which addresses
just this question. On the first page
is a single word: Method. The next
four pages also contain a single word
apiece: Nietzsche, Conclusion, Flight,
Destiny. Twenty perfectly blank
pages follow. ✯
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