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Warburgian Maxims for Visual Rhetoric 

 

I – Introduction 

 

We know that Aby Warburg was one of the foundational voices in both art history and art theory.  

His dissertation on Botticelli’s Primavera and Birth of Venus, with its use of Poliziano’s 

inheritance of ancient verse to gloss pictorial form and attribute, was an early model of what it 

would mean to examine word and image together.  And, although Warburg’s readers have only 

been drip-fed his theoretical presuppositions (in the “Four Theses” appended to that 1892 

dissertation, in Ernst Gombrich’s 1970 intellectual biography, in the practically bootleg 2011 

Italian edition of his long-awaited Grundlegende Bruchstücke), his investigation of Europe’s art 

patrimony as a summa of Pathosformeln—“pathos-formulas” or “affective stations”—has been 

and remains a fundamental (if contested) point of departure for art theorizing.  The scion of a 

Hamburg banking family who turned his back on a life in business for that of the independent 

scholar, Warburg founded a library and built research collaborations that have been very 

important to the development of twentieth-century art history as a discipline.  True, “Fritz Saxl” 

and “Gertrud Bing” (Warburg’s co-workers) are not names to conjure with now.  In Erwin 

Panofsky, however, the Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek Warburg, found its next-generation 

champion.  And, passing over for the minute all of the highly influential post-emigration work 

that he did at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, look at Panofsky’s recently 

rediscovered Hamburg habilitation, Die Gestaltungsprincipien Michelangelos.  There, I wager, 

we find a much more energizing Warburgian variant of Panofsky’s early neo-Kantianism.  The 

explosive question it poses is this: what happens when we think of space not as pre-existent and 
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three-dimensional but as carved out by the array of possible motions implied by the static 

actualization of a work of art?  The afterlife of Warburgian ideas following the man’s death in 

1929 is legend.  The ripples of his influence range wide.  There is no room for them here.  Read 

Elizabeth Sears’s “Warburg Circles” when it appears.  Last (but perhaps first in importance), 

there is the Warburg Institute itself, relocated from Hamburg to London in 1933, headed now by 

David Freedberg, who—note—finds a precedent in Warburg’s theorizations of visual memory 

for his own attempts to bring history of art and contemporary brain science into dialogue.  The 

future of the Warburg Library remains uncertain (the University of London may yet cannibalize 

it or pawn it off), but its impact—on Renaissance Studies, in particular—is unquestionable.1 

And we know that visual rhetoric has become an important subdivision in the field of 

communication.  Are there still some troglodytic argumentation theorists who insist that rhetoric 

is concerned principally with arguments, that arguments cannot be stated outside of language, 

that language is to be understood first and foremost in terms of speech, (derivatively in terms of 

writing, and not at all in terms of the visual as such)—and that, therefore, there is no such thing 

as a specifically visual rhetoric?  Perhaps there are still a few (out there in the wild), or perhaps 

they are now no more than a constitutive figment of our imagination.  For me, those who early 

and often made the claim that rhetoric—both as an oratorical practice and as a critical 

awareness—has irreducibly visual dimensions have won the debate.  The communication 

department in which I work is perhaps indicative.  We have a senior scholar who has done a 

great deal to make the subdiscipline viable, both by working extensively on the eighteenth-

century emblem archive (and tracing the use of such visual topoi in political argument) and also 

by editing—with others—a widely used compendium of the best articles in the field.  And we 

                                                            
1 Concerning the Library, see Anthony Grafton et al, “The Warburg Institute: A Special Issue on the Library and its 
Readers,” Common Knowledge 18.1 (2012). 
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have a junior scholar who works at the intersection of visual rhetoric and visual culture and is 

interested not only in the kinds of art-world communities that public art (like murals and graffiti) 

bring into being but also the kinds of affect spectra that course through art as a material substrate 

of those “communities-in-the-image.”  What both these scholars share is a deep commitment to a 

critical rhetorical practice, in which one’s task as a rhetorician is certainly not to reproduce a pre-

existing speech elite nor even to focus attention on rhetorical situations, narrowly defined, in 

which the spoken word seems pivotal.  No, they are focused on the points at which power and 

communication and particular circumstance intersect, together with the mechanics of those 

intersections.  They see that the most potent arguments are often visual, and they recognize that 

many of the conditions of possibility for articulation are visual.  Indeed, they explore the irony 

that visibility for marginalized groups can be both a means of articulation and a trap or form of 

surveillance.  And these are habits of inquiry that one sees broadly distributed across a field that 

is now well established. 

What we don’t know—and perhaps it is not unfair to say that this is a little ironic, given 

that the previous head of the Warburg Institute was the consummate historian of Renaissance 

rhetoric, Peter Mack—is that Aby Warburg was also a significant although occluded voice in the 

history and theory of rhetoric.  Consider at this point only the clearest piece of evidence for this 

assertion of Warburg’s pertinence to rhetoric.  Warburg’s great, unfinished magnum opus was 

his Bilderatlas Mnemosyne.  That title (Bilderatlas, “image-atlas”; Mnemosyne, “memory, in 

Titaness form”) is a bit of a sphinx, but cast your eye over one of the alternatives he considered: 

Restitutio eloquentiae, “the restitution of eloquence.”  Presently, I shall argue that restitutio 

should be understood as a kind of mounting and framing that is essential to a new and, I think, 

very interesting conception of freedom.  Focus for the minute on the object of that genitive, 
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“eloquence.”  Warburg was thinking of his image archive, especially the pathos-formula images 

as a kind of dictionary of body-rhetoric forms.  The pathos-formula image archive was replete 

with the most closely studied observations of emotion, character, moment, appeal, audience—

rendered public and common in a visual medium.2  One of the great voices of twentieth-century 

visual studies was a closet and unusual rhetorician.  This is a real opportunity. 

Indeed, it is the contention of this article that Warburg’s art-rhetorical thought contains 

rich theoretical possibilities but that they cannot be fully appreciated unless they are excavated 

and then transposed into a different conceptual key.  I think that intellectual history is the best 

means of bringing Warburg’s rhetorical interests to light, but it is not as effective in making the 

upshot of these discoveries available and appropriable for an audience of contemporary scholars 

who work beyond its borders.  This article, therefore, is an attempt to perform a shift from the 

key of intellectual history into the key of historically informed theoretical speculation.  

“Speculation” connotes a lack of discipline.  So be it.  Disciplines have their place, which means 

that they are sometimes inappropriate.  In this instance, speculation works at the level of basic 

presuppositions.  Fundamental conceptual assumptions are minimally vulnerable to empirical 

falsification and can often only be evaluated by means of their conceptual interaction and on the 

basis of the kinds of empirical research they make possible.  As a result, the evaluation of basic 

presuppositions takes time.  It is an imprecise and necessarily historical enterprise.  In turn, this 

means that some lee-way for speculation should be extended to work that attempts to articulate 

new presuppositions and to make—by way of contrast—older assumptions conspicuous and 

                                                            
2 We should note that Warburg decided against restitutio eloquentiae as a title for the whole project, because it 
would not have encompassed his work on “spherology” at the early modern intersection of astronomy and astrology.  
See Aby Warburg, Tagebuch der Kulturwissenschaftlichen Bibliothek Warburg, mit Einträgen von Gertrud Bing 
und Fritz Saxl, edited by Karen Michels und Charlotte Schoell-Glass (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2001), 170: 
“Restitutio Eloquentiae?  Würde im weiteren Sinne (‘Pathosformel’ zum Beispiel) sehr gut passen.  Aber der Akt 
kosmischer Ordnung, die Sphaerologie wäre nicht drin.  Nur als Kapitelüberschrift zureichend.  Richtiger 
Generaltitel: Mnemosyne.” 
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therefore optional.  I work in that lee-way here.3  The question to be answered is this: “What 

points of departure does Aby Warburg’s work offer the contemporary visual rhetorician?” 

 

II – Aby Warburg, Rhetorician 

 

There are six moments in the thought of Aby Warburg that I wish to highlight in responding to 

this question.  I will attempt to paint a picture of Warburg the rhetorician by working through 

four key ideas and two examples: the pathos-formula itself, the concept of magnanimity as an 

angle on rhetoric, the example of the continence of Scipio as a literary-visual topos, the concepts 

of restitution and “thought-space,” followed by the example of a table from the Bilderatlas 

Mnemosyne centered on the thematic of die ethische Umkehrung des Siegerpathos, “the ethical 

inversion of victor-affect.”  The task is to make these fragments available to audiences that are 

not primarily interested in history.  Elsewhere, I am undertaking the work of historical 

contextualization, of seeing Warburg’s initiatives as part of a distinctive line of inquiry in 

Weimar Germany.  The task here is to effect a rich historical decontextualization.  In place of 

historical context, we need a few philological particulars combined with a sense of the 

Warburgian conceptual frameworks in which these ideas developed. 

When Warburg considered calling his magnum opus “the restitution of eloquence,” he 

was articulating a connection between art history and rhetoric that had run through much of his 

work since the Botticelli dissertation of 1892.  From very early on, he had been preoccupied with 

the hypothesis that Renaissance art’s engagement with Classical art had been focused on the 

                                                            
3 The model of the presupposition adopted here is that set out by the intersection of Book I of Giambattista Vico’s 
1744 Scienza nuova and R. G. Collingwood’s Essay in Metaphysics (which has an occluded but significant Vichian 
dimension).  On this view, presuppositions are not demonstrable and indubitable foundations for a science and are 
instead something more like maxims—that is, widely deployable (and often tacit) sentences that can play the role of 
premise anchor in perspicacious inference. 
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problem of how to represent motion in static art objects.  One of the basic tasks here was the 

isolation of poses that, as it were, superimposed two different motions upon the same body, in 

order to generate the illusion of animation.  This was a double exposure around the initiation of a 

motion—a time-after laid over a time-before.  Such animation placed figures in a zone of appeal, 

response, trope, change-of-mind, persuasion.  And we may say that, because all muscle 

imitabilities embedded in images are preparations for future motion, they are, as such, proto-

persuasive.  On this account, the history of art becomes a kind of visual history of rhetorical 

moments oscillating between belief and doubt.  Portraiture, it is true, works in a different way 

(and can only imply appeal and response), but one might conjecture that the ēthos (character) 

evoked in portraiture can be a kind of overlaying of multiple subtle motion remnants that we may 

call “the ageing that becomes habit (ethos).”4  Figural art is a patrimony of affective shapes and 

character creases (or patina).  It literally and figuratively cuts out shapes and reproduces folds, 

and it arranges this patrimony as lines of variation, educating anyone who looks upon it long and 

well enough, providing them with a basic repertoire of rhetorical transaction possibilities. 

Scholars do not seem to have paid attention to a manuscript kept in the Warburg Institute 

Archive that offers us some further clues about what Warburg had in mind when he spoke of at 

least part of the Bilderatlas Mnemosyne project as a restitution of eloquence.  Elaborating on the 

restitutio eloquentiae title on 22 December 1927, he noted that Pathos, Ethos, Stil, and 

Magnanimitas would be included thereunder.5  It is simple enough for us to see how pathos and 

ethos are included under “eloquence.”  Alongside logos (speech, inference, argument), they are 

the three basic—and endlessly revisited—modes of persuasion theorized by Aristotle in his 

Rhetoric.  “Style” too is a very basic rhetorical concern (after all, literary theory was built upon 

                                                            
4 Philippe-Alain Michaud, Aby Warburg and the Image in Motion (New York: Zone Books, 2004), Ch. 3. 
5 Aby Warburg, “Bilder Disposition zur Schussübung,” Warburg Institute Archive, III.113.5.2 [23]. 
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the stylistic classifications of elocutio, the third part of classical rhetoric), although we should 

note that, for Warburg, Stil connoted also a capacity of the visual artist both to absorb examples 

created by others and then to overcome those examples in personal ways.  “Magnanimity,” 

though.  That gives us pause.  In Longinus, megalophron (read by David Hume and others as 

“magnanimous”) was the eloquence derived from holding back, from withholding an impetus of 

the soul by means of a counter-impetus; it was, paradigmatically, the silence of Ajax, more 

eloquent than any speech.6  In Cicero, magnanimitas was a kind of capaciousness of the soul that 

was replete with the possibilities entailed in a situation, such that—because he was prepared for 

many eventualities—it was difficult to take the man who embodied it by surprise.7  In Aristotle, 

the megalopsuchos was the aristocratic soul that could not be riled (or motivated) by trifles, but 

the great-soul was also a kind of cosmos or arrangement of all the virtues, an arraying of them as 

a firmament of performance possibilities.8  Out of and in contradistinction to these conceptual 

contexts, I wish to argue that Warburgian magnanimity was something like having a visual 

patrimony at one’s fingertips in the mode of genuinely realizable body-possibilities.  That is, the 

magnanimous Warburgian soul had all of the poses it had inherited from its art education 

available to it at all times.  It found lines of continuity between any actual state and any possible 

pose, and, although those lines would be shorter or longer depending on the narrative that had to 

be told or implied (in order to invent that continuity), all possibilities were in some sense 

equidistant. 

                                                            
6 Longinus, On the Sublime, 9.2; David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 1983), edited by J. B. Schneewind, 62. 
7 Cicero, De officiis, 1.23.80-81. 
8 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1124a1. 
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We need an example, so let us take up one of Warburg’s—namely, “the continence of 

Scipio.”9  This is a topos inherited from antiquity, told and retold, painted and repainted, in early 

modernity.  Let me set the scene: here, the victorious Roman general, Publius Cornelius Scipio 

(later Africanus); there, the defeated Celt-Iberian prince, Allucius; connecting them, an unnamed 

woman, Allucius’s betrothed, taken as a prize in war, now being returned to Allucius as a token 

of Scipio’s intention—Rome’s intention—to rule in a magnanimous fashion.  Scipio’s act is 

gratuitous.  It is a gift.  The woman’s parents have come with Allucius to pay a ransom for her 

release, but Scipio refuses to accept it.  Alternatively, he takes it and then coopts the role of 

parent by declaring the ransom a dowry and returning it to Allucius, along with the woman.10  

Magnanimity here is forbearance, continence, clemency.  It is not doing what one could do (and 

perhaps what one was expected to do).  The rape of this woman has a spectral, virtual presence in 

this sexual political scene.  We are to understand Scipio’s pose in close relation to that of the 

rapist.  To be sure, he adopts an opposite pose, but he relies on the possibility of rape to make his 

point.  Pursuant to this example, we should understand Warburgian magnanimity as the capacity 

to traverse the breadth of a soul by transforming an action into its opposite.  Elsewhere, this is 

what Warburg would call the Schwingungsweite, the “oscillation-span,” of a soul.11 

Now, restitutio sounds like a Latinate version of “restoration.”  In fact, the concept is 

closely connected to the work of the magnanimous soul.  Yes, Scipio’s was the “restitution” of a 

woman to Allucius (a “giving back”), but for Warburg restitutio was a facility in taking up and 

                                                            
9 Aby Warburg, Der Bilderatlas Mnemosyne (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2008), edited by Martin Warnke and 
Claudia Brink, Table 52.  The “continence of Scipio” and the “justice of Trajan” make up most of Table 52 in the 
Bilderatlas, which I analyze more closely below. 
10 The basic narrative is found in Livy, Ab urbe condita, 26.50.  There are many early modern depictions of this 
scene.  For some sense of the importance of the Scipio topos for the early modern visualization of magnanimity, see 
Mauro Civai and Marilena Caciorgna, Continenza di Scipione: Il Tema della Magnanimitas nell’Arte Italiana 
(Siena: Protagon, 2008). 
11 Aby Warburg, “Bildniskunst und Florentinisches Bürgertum,” in Gesammelte Schriften (Leipzig: Teubner, 1932), 
1.110. 
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shrugging off the forms one encountered in the art work of others.  In his introduction to the 

image-atlas, Warburg defined the German term, Restitution, as “an act that negotiated a spiritual 

space for artistic genius between driven self-abandonment and conscious restrained formal 

composition (that is, between Dionysus and Apollo), a space in which one could, in fact, take a 

most personal language of forms to the level of a minting of oneself.”12  What does this mean?  

At issue here is an oscillation between learning a pose by assuming it in one’s own body—or 

corporeal imagination—in the manner of dance (Dionysus), on the one hand, and, on the other, 

having at a distance and at one’s disposal a form that one could depict without having to adopt it 

in one’s person (Apollo).  Eigenausprägung, which I am rendering (perhaps tendentiously) as “a 

minting of oneself,” is the magnanimous soul in training.  It is a plastic capacity to receive into 

oneself the forms to which one is exposed combined with an ingenious capacity to find new 

paths from one form to another, but, instead of fashioning an idiolect (“a most personal language 

of forms”), restitution mints forms of the self—and “minting” implies circulation in a gestural 

community. 

Why then would one claim—as I did above, proleptically—that Restitution suggests a 

new angle on that hoary and yet unavoidable word/concept, “freedom”?  Here is the argument.  

We make a mistake when we derive our conception of “freedom” from a “faculty” of “will.”  

Such an approach commits us to the concept of “cause,” which is a morass of difficulties.  We 

should understand “faculty” in terms of “facility,” and we should think of freedom in terms of a 

facility of imagination.  Freedom is not something uncaused, and it is not a conceptual 

specification of the moment of decision itself.  It is instead a being surrounded by body-

                                                            
12 Aby Warburg, “Mnemosyne Einleitung,” in Werke in einem Band, edited by Martin Treml, Sigrid Weigel, and 
Perdita Ladwig (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2010), 634: “ein Akt, der zwischen triebhafter Selbstentäusserung 
und bewusster bändigender formaler Gestaltung, d. h. eben zwischen Dionysos-Apollo, dem künstlerishen Genius 
den seelischen Ort anwies, wo er seiner persönlichsten Formensprache dennoch zur Eigenausprägung verhelfen 
konnte.” 
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performance possibilities each of which is genuinely realizable.  Now, the Warburgian term most 

closely associated with freedom is Denkraum, “thought-space.”   At various points, Warburg 

characterized Denkraum as a thought-space zwischen Mensch und Umwelt, zwischen Subjekt und 

Objekt, zwischen Antrieb und Handlung (between human being and environment, between 

subject and object, between stimulus and response).13  This makes freedom sound like a pausing, 

a luxuriating or a dithering, in the moment of decision.  The minority reading of Warburgian 

Denkraum—my reading—yields a different thought.  Denkraum was not simply a “subject-

object-ifying” distance between phenomenon and sensorium.  More essentially, it was a 

fragmenting of the predicate array that constituted a phenomenon.  Many similar but non-

identical renditions of a pose or action fractured one’s sense of it.  Such plurality took the pose or 

action out of the realm of necessity and placed it in contingency.  A pose could be this or this or 

this; it could be adjacent to that or that or that.  It gave one’s body-performance a multi-form and 

perspicacious sense of the many ways in which “a” phenomenon could be. 

In Warburg’s case, the engine driving this purposeful fragmentation of a phenomenon’s 

predicate array was the table of images containing variations that were topically arranged around 

a loosely defined theme or group of themes.  Warburg built the Bilderatlas Mnemosyne around 

tables of this kind.  Because we have already gone through the continence of Scipio, let us take a 

closer look at Table 52.  It is focused on the topic of the “inversion of victor-affect,” which we 

may paraphrase as “the space between rapist and ruler.”  Warburg’s examples revealed how—

visually if not ethically—lording-it-over and ruthlessness were adjacent to generosity and a 

readiness-to-listen.  Now, some say that Warburg’s Mnemosyne project was an esoteric and 

abortive failure.  “Unfinished and unfinishable,” they will say.  Granted, we have no text that 

                                                            
13 Aby Warburg, “Bilder aus dem Gebiet der Pueblo-Indianer in Nord-Amerika” in Werke in einem Band, 561; Aby 
Warburg, “Reise-Erinnerungen aus dem Gebiet der Pueblo Indianer in Nordamerika,” in Werke in einem Band, 575; 
Warburg, Tagebuch, 370. 
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walks us through these image-constellations.  Warburg did that work viva voce; the voice is lost.  

And the titles we do have were later additions, inserted by Gertrud Bing.  They are not so much 

authorial as ersatz-authorial.  Nevertheless, I want to claim that—howsoever fragmentary and 

sometimes illegible they are—these arrays exemplify a particular kind of topical arrangement.  

Let us therefore consider Table 52 as a topic in the technical rhetorical sense—namely, as a 

“place” in which arguments are to be found.  What are the contingent similitudes, the gaps 

between images requiring tropic shift, the narratives that serve as proto-arguments articulating 

these gaps? 

Table 52 (figs. 1-2) is an array of images (with sequence and subsets) that works its 

viewers through an itinerary of poses centered on the sublation of violence into political 

community.  We see that sublation at work in both of the table’s key topoi—the justice of Trajan 

and the continence of Scipio.  In the form of images from Lippo D’Andrea, Vincenzo Foppa (fig. 

3), Giovanni Maria da Brescia (fig. 4), and Girolamo d’Andrea Mocetto, the table begins with 

visualizations that seem to cohere with the account given by Dante in Purgatorio, Canto 10: the 

Emperor Trajan is leaving, and he is way-laid by a woman who petitions him for justice on 

behalf of her murdered son.  She impedes the progress of the Emperor’s horse, presents the body 

as evidence, performs appeal, and he reciprocates by performing consideration.  The scene and 

its various bodies are loosely composed, untroubled and uncomplicated, even wooden.  The 

whole is easy, easy to the point of anodyne.14 

Things change dramatically in a second group of images, and the Trajan story begins to 

take on a visual complexity that requires much more intense posture and counter-posture.  In this 

second grouping, Warburg is thematizing framing.  We should understand framing as a kind of 

pushing the event into the grammar of backstory, where the event becomes something less 
                                                            
14 Dante Alighieri, Purgatorio, Canto 10. 
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immediate and more citable.  Warburg presents two images (one from Botticelli, the other from 

Signorelli, figs. 5-6) that envision Trajan’s brief appearance in Canto 10.  Both feature citation.  

Botticelli’s image of Trajan is literally a picture within a picture, and Warburg’s crop emphasizes 

the frame-tale: Virgil bids Dante to look at Trajan in what must be (for them) something like a 

life-size history painting.  The Signorelli does something comparable.  The Trajan story is deeply 

embedded in the third image of a painted relief sequence that is itself three levels down behind 

two other iterations of the Virgil-Dante frame.15  The third image is a Botticelli painting of the 

Lucretia story (from pre-republican Rome, fig. 7), and it confirms the hypothesis that issues of 

framing are material here: the rearing horse is a motif in three of the five grisaille panels toward 

the back of the painting’s visual field. 

Framing appears to put things at a distance, and, although we will probably assume that 

such distance diminishes pictorial and affective intensity, the body-modulations requested of our 

imaginations in this case are, in fact, much more violent.  It is as if these various visual forms of 

oratio obliqua have permitted a more honest or less Roman-centric telling of the tale.  Or, rather, 

it is as if the retrenchment into indirect speech mirrors the possibility that the medieval 

imagination, weaving together its he-said-she-said threads, may have invented the story by 

attaching its needs and desires onto the barest kernel of an ancient epithet that had, in fact, been 

predicated upon a different emperor.16  Here’s the rub: in all three of the images, it seems as if 

the horse might actually be the murder weapon.  In Botticelli’s drawing, a battle is clearly still 

raging.  In Botticelli’s Lucretia, the horsemen of Tarquinius Superbus are ransacking villages.  In 

                                                            
15 And we may note, in passing, that Dante’s poem—with its cantos and circles—is a relentless exercise in framing.  
Corollary: if the Dantean soul is not capacious, nothing is. 
16 In what may be the original topos (or one of them), the emperor in question is Hadrian not Trajan.  See Cassius 
Dio, Historiae Romae, epitome of 69.6: “once, when a woman made a request of him as he passed by on a journey, 
he [Hadrian] at first said to her, ‘I haven’t time,’ but afterwards, when she cried out, ‘Cease then, being emperor,’ he 
turned about and granted her a hearing.”  Consult also Giacomo Boni, “Leggende,” Nuova Antologia di Lettere, 
Scienze ed Arti 126 (1906): 31 and passim—where the hypothesis of a medieval accretion of “justice-attributes” 
around the figure of Trajan is developed. 
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the Signorelli, the broken body of the murdered son appears beneath the horse’s hooves.  Trajan 

and his stand-ins now appear to assume a double role—as both the judge and the accused.  As 

viewers, we are being asked to perform the double motion that is the hesitation of an individual 

who embodies both power and power arraigned. 

As we continue our soma-kinetic journey through Table 52, we have to run ourselves 

through an increasingly eclectic range of postures.  Surfacing out of “reported speech” in the 

next sequence of three images, we find ourselves immersed in another possibility: this time, 

carved upon the sides of a Mantegna-circle cassone, the boy’s body is trampled under hoof 

during Trajan’s ceremonial triumph over the Dacians, and the “Justice of Trajan” now becomes a 

companion panel, as if Trajan’s public performance of vanity had indeed caused the boy’s death 

but by accident (fig. 8).  And then the next array of Trajan images accelerates the pace at which 

we are required to cycle through our posture alternatives: Trajan is called back while leaving the 

city or he is accosted on the battlefield (fig. 9) or the battle rages on and several women are 

attempting to protect many children from the Roman cavalry (fig. 10).  I see no attempt to create 

a hierarchy among these images.  The table does not seek priority, and if it stages sequence it 

does so in order to request specific shifts in body posture.  The aim is not so much to distinguish 

between true and false versions of the story as to develop a greater sensitivity to the different 

gesture and posture intensities involved in the various iterations.  Elasticity, or what we might 

call “corporeal articulateness,” is the result. 

Or, turning to the Scipio topos, we might say that it is as if we are circling pat and 

pointless homilies by beginning in the fable’s most anodyne “official” version only then to 

explore its body- and affect-positionings by working through more controversial alternatives.  It 

is as if we are cycling through the ancient versions of the story: Livy’s heroic celebration of 
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Scipio, the general who makes politics possible; Polybius’s ambiguous rendition where Scipio 

says that if he were a private individual he would take this woman but that he cannot because he 

has an office to fulfill; and Valerius Antias’s outlier account in which Scipio takes possession of 

the woman and exploits her sexually.17  When Warburg takes up the Scipio topos, he opens with 

a flattened version by the workshop of Apollonio di Giovanni (fig. 11): Scipio acts as beneficent 

victor; the marriage of the betrothed is performed.  But, already in Pietro Bartoli’s (fig. 12) 

copper engraving and in others also modeled on Giulio Romano’s version, we see subtle 

variations in Allucius’s torso: appeal, surprise, affront appear as minute alternations along a 

continuum that runs from leaning in to leaning back.  When we arrive at the Beccafumi variant 

(fig. 13), we must shift our attention from Allucius’s torso to Scipio’s.  Scipio’s arched lower 

back is practically a groin thrust.  He leads Allucius’s betrothed out from a tent, and we cannot 

help but ask, “What conspiracy of knowing silence is being performed by the two guards in the 

background who mirror (and exaggerate) that groin thrust?”  The table “ends” bottom right with 

a sketch by Dürer coupled with a copy and development of this version of the scene by another 

artist.  The Dürer focuses on transaction: Scipio to the left, Allucius to the right, the woman 

centered and equilibriated (fig. 14).  The Dürer-copy effects a translation of balance: Allucius 

and his ransom are now counter-weight to Scipio and his prisoner (note the visual analogy), and 

there is a tilted, unequal quadrilateral of tension that binds them together (fig. 15). 

Taking stock, scanning the whole, it would seem that Botticelli’s depiction of Lucretia is 

the odd one out here (it is the only image not centered on either Trajan or Scipio), but, in fact, it 

presents a new interpretative possibility.  Here comes the conjecture: was Sextus Tarquinius the 

rapist that Scipio Africanus is not, or was he the rapist that Scipio is saying he could have been?  

                                                            
17 Livy, Ab urbe condita, 26.50; Polybius, Histories, 10.19; Valerius Antias relayed in Gellius, Attic Nights, 7.8.6.  
Allucius is also mentioned in Valerius Maximus, 4.3, and Silius Italicus, 15.268. 
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Just so, Allucius’ betrothed remains mostly nameless (as is the case in Livy’s telling of the 

story), but sometimes she is called “Lucretia.”18  And this constitutes an opportunity to reposition 

our attention.  The unwritten story here, the posture sequences that are present but not centered, 

are those of the female figures.  The woman whom Scipio “returns” to her future husband and 

the woman whose son is killed are literally off to the side in many of these images.  We have to 

imagine counter-factual images for ourselves in order to recenter them as the protagonists of art 

works called “The Widow’s Supplication” or “The Widow’s Accusation,” “Lucretia’s Virtue” or 

“Lucretia’s Equanimity.”  Attending now to the widow’s postures, we locate the difference 

between deference and defiance in the angle of a head.  We see that it makes a material 

difference whether the widow’s mouth is opened or closed: is the dead body evidence enough in 

its own right, or does image require word in order to specify the circumstances of the death?  In 

the case of the “Lucretia” figure, we are being asked to shuttle between inhabitations of a body 

that will be or has been raped and a body that may have been raped.  In the latter variant, the 

body being “returned” (a body that is soaked in the suspicion of others) is an arc of subtle 

variations on the theme of self-possession.  Arms cradle abdomen not as a response to pain but as 

a performance of modesty.  Eyes look down (demurring), or they look to Allucius 

(unreciprocated), or—in the Beccafumi—they become part of a broader body-rhythm where chin 

and arms together perform a kind of upper torso curtsey so synchronized that it comes across as 

the free and even ironic performance of a marionette. 

Warburgian rhetoric is not fulsome, explicit, or put on display for all to see.  It must be 

excavated, and—“Danger!”—it will not be fully visible until it has been completed (or at least 

continued) by other hands.  What is more, contrary to one of the dominant impulses in rhetorical 

                                                            
18 Indeed, one scholar argues that Scipio’s “continence” is an inversion of Tarquin’s “license.”  See Jane D. 
Chapman, “Scipio the Matchmaker,” in Ancient Historiography and its Contexts: Studies in Honor of A. J. 
Woodman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 60, 71. 
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studies of the last generation or two, it is not a critical rhetoric.  That is, its primary purpose is 

not “to unmask or demystify the discourse of power.”19  It may do that (Table 52 does it rather 

well), but its modus is invention, not unmasking or demystifying.  (Indeed, the mask is to be 

performed, not wished away.)  Warburgian rhetoric is instead a topical rhetoric.  “Topics,” of 

course, has pedigree in the history of rhetoric.  It was an essential component of the first part of 

classical rhetoric, inventio, which was concerned not with packaging or performing arguments 

but with finding them in the first place.  This Warburgian topical rhetoric furnished bodies with 

visions of possible performance.  Genuinely topical, it was not simply a repertoire of 

commonplace gestures or poses or actions.  It was a space in which new combinations of gesture 

and pose and action emerged, and it was a space in which one’s capacity to narrate affective-

somatic-kinetic change would be exercised. 

 

III – Topoi Clusters at the Intersection of Art Theory and Rhetorical Theory 

 

Warburgian rhetoric is unconventional.  It is not involved with the criticism of particular speech 

performances, and it is not focused on a critical unmasking of the relationship between particular 

speech performances and power.  Instead, it cultivates, and theorizes the cultivation of, an acuity 

in the identification and adoption of stance.  In the work that I am highlighting, Warburg was 

thinking at the intersection of art theory and rhetorical theory.  I am trying to insert Warburg’s 

work at this intersection into contemporary debates, so the task at hand is to describe the range of 

art-rhetoric projects that are going concerns today.  The best way to motivate the final section of 

this article, where I tease out the theoretical dimensions of the Warburg initiative, is to epitomize 

the art-rhetoric intersection in such a way that it anticipates my continuation of Warburg’s 
                                                            
19 Raymie McKerrow, “Critical Rhetoric: Theory and Practice,” Communication Monographs 56 (1989): 91. 
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position.  To do this work of grafting Warburgian maxims onto relevant and live presuppositions 

in contemporary inquiry, we first need to have some overview of the status quo.   

My aim in this section is to be compendious but not encyclopedic, and, in that spirit, let 

us distinguish at least six fields within the scholarly landscape: 

1. The examination of those parts of ancient rhetoric that dealt with the visual arts in R. G. 

Austin, Aldo Brancacci, Jaś Elsner, James Fredal, Michele Kennerly, Michel Meyer, 

Norbert Michels, Ruth Webb, and Robert Williams, together with the crucial work of 

Martha Nussbaum and Claude Imbert on ancient theorizations of phantasia, as well as the 

case studies of ancient visual rhetoric by Jonathan Mark Balzotti, Richard Benjamin 

Crosby, and Kathleen Lamp;  

2. The extremely rich treatment of Renaissance receptions of this ancient tradition in 

Leonard Barkan, Michael Baxandall, Christopher Braider, Elizabeth Cropper, Carl 

Goldstein, Rensselaer W. Lee, Yves Pauwels, Heinrich Plett, François Rigolot, John R. 

Spencer, David Summers, and D. R. Edward Wright, not to mention the medieval 

variants (Mary Carruthers), alongside the tracings of seventeenth-century repercussions 

(Marc Fumaroli and Jacqueline Lichtenstein), as well as the focused studies of early 

modern architecture (Caroline van Eck) and emblematics (John Manning); 

3. The specialized work on Warburg and rhetoric begun by Gabriele Brandstetter, Fumaroli 

(again), Joachim Knape, Gabriella Moretti, Ulrich Port, Salvatore Settis, and Roberto 

Venuti; 

4. The intense debate between Clement Greenberg and T. J. Clark, about the relationship 

between modern art and what we might call “addressedness” that has been brought to a 

level of great theoretical and hermeneutic sophistication in the work of Michael Fried on 
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early modern painterly treatments of (rhetorical) theatricality and (arhetorical) 

absorption—together with their modernist and contemporary inflections; 

5. The image-theoretical work of Hans Belting, Horst Bredekamp, David Freedberg, Alfred 

Gell, and W. J. T. Mitchell, who ask whether images might be said to have power or even 

agency; 

6. The visual rhetoric literature: the core monographs of Ariella Azoulay, Cara Finnegan, 

Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, Wendy Hesford, and Lester Olson together 

with the articles of Caitlin Bruce, Emily Cram, Ekaterina V. Haskins and James T. 

Zappen, and Mari Boor Tonn, not to mention the scholarly kaleidoscopes that are the 

volumes edited by Charles A. Hill and Marguerite Helmers (2004), Lawrence J. Prelli 

(2006), and Olson, Finnegan, and Diane S. Hope (2008). 

There are many other names one could list here if the aim were to be exhaustive, but we want 

suggestiveness not exhaustion.  We want loose topical clusters, a scholarly topics.  To that end, I 

now relegate scholarly names to the footnotes.  Impersonalized, fragmented, topical—the genre 

model here is the cento poem.  My aim is to excise from these various literatures a motley of 

their most provocative lines.  These lines constitute, as I see it, a nascent axiomatics, a 

miscellany of proto-axioms, a seedbed of presuppositions, all prefiguring my specification of 

Warburgian maxims for visual rhetoric.  Decontextualizability, I would argue, is something like 

a criterion—necessary (probably not sufficient)—for the presupposition.  I read these literatures 

for the decontextualizable in order to bring these various scholars into a proxy conversation via 

their best sentences.  I have theorized such decontextualization elsewhere.20  I practice it here. 

                                                            
20 David L. Marshall, “The Implications of Robert Brandom’s Inferentialism for Intellectual History,” History and 
Theory 52 (2013): 1-31. 
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Reading on all sides of the various disciplinary divides involved here, one notices that 

there is a basic confluence of art-rhetorical interests in modality—namely, issues of possibility, 

contingency, and necessity.21  Think of the claim that “civil imagination,” the activity of 

imagining alongside others for the purpose of forging a common world, “is a tool for reading the 

possible within the concrete.”22  Think that claim in the context of photography.  In photography, 

we are dealing with fleeting moments—moments snatched from the flux of time, moments 

snatched on behalf of unknown future audiences.  And we should consider the possible as a 

variety of distinct (perhaps radically variant) narratives running through the snap-shot, 

continuing in various imagined pluperfect and future perfect tenses.  Just so, a host of 

rhetoricians have taken up Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric as δύναμις περὶ ἕκαστον τοῦ 

θεωρῆσαι τὸ ἐνδεχόμενον πιθανόν, “a power of seeing in any given case the adjacent stations of 

belief.”23  Rhetoric distinguishes and runs possibilities.  Ostensibly different, but actually quite 

closely related, is the Renaissance topos that to know something is to be able to make it: art and 

art reception both are cast as imaginative and motor-kinetic capacities to sequence causes and 

effects.  A possibility is an ability to do.24  Likewise, an impossibility is an inability to do: the 

geometrical form that cannot be perceived as a single gestalt is apotropaic and has its own 

aesthetic of captivation, where one is lost amid the curves one cannot dance.25 

                                                            
21 A number of rhetoricians are pursuing the point, but for me the essential interlocutor here is Nancy S. Struever, 
Rhetoric, Modality, Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
22 Ariella Azoulay, Civil Imagination: A Political Ontology of Photography (London: Verso, 2012), 233-4. 
23 Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1355b27-28. 
24 Alistair C. Crombie, “Experimental Science and the Rational Artist in Early Modern Europe,” Daedalus 115 
(1986): 63—“scientist and artist alike [in early modernity] were creating possible worlds that would in some way 
explain the real world of experience.” 
25 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 69 and 85—Gell’s 
examples are Vermeer (whose virtuosity one cannot imitate) and the kolam of South India (where one cannot 
perceive a principle of construction). 



 20

There is more.  We can develop this line of thought if we suture onto it the startling claim 

that “in all rhythmic experiences one’s ‘muscular imagination’ is touched.”26  Dance, we see, is 

the most basic form of motor-kinetic possibility.  To view a snap-shot is to run one’s body 

through the captured motion.  (Nor are we obliged to regard this notion as beholden to the truth 

or untruth of the “mirror-neuronic” claim that, in humans too, there is an “activation of the same 

brain region during first- and third-person experiences of actions, emotions, and sensations.”27)  

To think of viewing as running through a motion implies that it is a mistake of Cartesian 

proportions to adopt the emptied “pure” space of Tahrir Square (or its analogues) as the genuine 

icon of revolutionary possibility.28  Freedom is to be understood instead as the variety of paths 

carved into a world by previous action.  The space of an agent is not three- or even four-

dimensional.  The space of an agent is the rabbit warren of its own genuine possibilities for 

motion.  This is a space that has been excavated and is not pre-existent.  Creativity blazes trails.  

Freedom is a surveying of—and, more precisely, an equidistance to—the possibilities that 

creativity has made. 

Rhetoric, of course, is fundamentally oriented to the non-necessary, the contingent, “that 

which could be otherwise” (in the famous phrase).  It is the accidental, τὸ συμβεβηκός, that 

preoccupies rhetoric, for—Aristotle once more—no one deliberates about a thing that cannot be 

altered.29  Witness then some of the equally famous assertions of the importance of the 

contingent for the visual arts.  Again, the momentary is central: an ancient pair of eyes, gazing on 

                                                            
26 Kenneth Burke, Counter-Statement (Los Altos, CA: Hermes, 1953), 141.  Consider Burke’s assertion as a 
variation: “what we get from looking at a picture is not merely the experience of seeing, or even partly seeing and 
partly imagining, certain visible objects; it is also, and in Mr. Berenson’s opinion more importantly, the imaginary 
experience of certain complicated muscular movements”—but whose, artist’s or subject’s?  R. G. Collingwood, The 
Principles of Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1938), 147. 
27 David Freedberg and Vittorio Gallese, “Motion, Emotion, and Empathy in Esthetic Experience,” Trends in 
Cognitive Science 11 (2007): 198. 
28 W. J. T. Mitchell, “Image, Space, Revolution: The Arts of Occupation,” Critical Inquiry 39 (2012): 9. 
29 Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1357a12-13. 
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a painting of Andromeda and Perseus, declares that this woman’s beauty is “enhanced by the 

circumstances of the moment; for she seems to be incredulous, her joy is mingled with fear.”  

The motley array of predicates overwritten by circumstance, the image not in repose (not 

idealized or ideated, not tranquilized by generality) but caught in mid-narrative—here is the 

accidental beauty of aesthesis.  Heavy-duty modernists circle the point too.  They speak of “the 

tiny spark of contingency [Zufall]” laid down in a picture to be rekindled at a later date.  Or they 

speak of a punctum as “that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me).”  

Or they speak of a habit of seeing that is “charmed by the insignificant detail, addicted to 

incongruity.”30  And note the modal paradox: “pictures made by chance…appear rather to be the 

ineluctable products of history.”31  Art (especially the “candids” of photographic art) reveals the 

unprepared—naïve and therefore dialectical—discombobulation of historical processes that are 

always only on the way to form. 

Call it coincidence if you like, but we can sharpen the conceptual tools of both art 

criticism and rhetorical criticism by attending to their shared interest in the modality-adjacent 

issue of compossibility.  It was, after all, Cicero who relayed the story of Zeuxis.32  Zeuxis, the 

Greek painter, was exploring how one might use the various severed body parts of different 

models in order to confect an ideal beauty.  (Zeuxis, ancient Frankenstein, meant “yoking.”)  By 

analogy, we might also say that other orators, other artists, can be seen exploring the limits of 

juxtaposition.33  What are the limits of compossibility?  When do we see contiguities rupture?  

                                                            
30 Walter Benjamin, “Kleine Geschichte der Photographie,” in Gesammelte Schriften (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1977), edited by Rolf Tiedemann, 2.371; Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 27; Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 
1977), 99. 
31 Joseph L. Koerner, “Bosch’s Contingency,” in Kontingenz (Munich: Fink, 1998), edited by Gerhart von 
Graevenitz, Odo Marquard, and Matthias Christen, 251. 
32 Cicero, De inventione, 2.1.1-3. 
33 Elizabeth Mansfield, Too Beautiful to Picture: Zeuxis, Myth, and Mimesis (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2007), 159. 
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What does unease look like?  Who chooses to perform the scatterbrained or the arbitrary—and 

why?  These are questions responding to the fracturing of an image or an oration.  The perfectly 

compossible is the seamless; perfect incompossibility is mutual exclusion; between these two 

extremes are phenomena that bear witness to their own fissures. 

We probably see the greatest interpenetration of terms precisely here in the vicinity of 

dispositio, the second part of classical rhetoric focused on arranging the parts of a speech.  Here 

the question takes an analogical form: how do we go about organizing contiguity in time 

(oratory) and space (visual art)?   Thus, one ancient painter declares his inferiority to another in 

dispositio, and we are told that Renaissance artists were fundamentally indebted to ancient 

rhetorical accounts of composition.  Case in point, the complex space of figural painting was 

taken to be an analogue of the Ciceronian periodic sentence—painting and sentence unfolded 

before eye and ear.34  Indeed, compositio qua harmogē was “the smooth transition from one 

adjacent colour to another.”35  Antithesis was one form of “positioning-alongside,” and 

contrapposto was one form of antithesis—the specific and corporeal antithesis of shoulders set at 

a different angle to hips, for example.  Where “the David represents classical contrapposto, the 

Leda is an important example of a new Renaissance contrapposto, the figura serpentinata” (figs. 

16-18)—and both were continuations of Quintilian’s observations that “the body when held bolt 

upright has but little grace” and that “curve [flexus], I might almost call it motion..., gives an 

                                                            
34 R. G. Austin, “Quintilian on Painting and Statuary,” Classical Quarterly 38 (1944): 19; Michael Baxandall, Giotto 
and the Orators: Humanist Observers of Painting in Italy and the Discovery of Pictorial Composition (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1971), 130-1. 
35 D. R. Edward Wright, “Alberti’s De pictura: Its Literary Structure and Purpose,” Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 47 (1984): 64. 
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impression of action and animation [adfectum].”36  Everything here is the specification of a basic 

rhetorical task: movere, moving. 

Just so, one might attach these last two sentences either to pronuntiatio (delivery), the 

fifth part of classical rhetoric, or to elocutio (style), the third, because they applied equally to the 

body itself and the curves performed by troping.   Thus, chiasmus—a species of inversio—is the 

tropic form of the pleat: ABBA.37  And recall not only that the pleat and its neighbors (the 

corrugated, the twisted, the curled, the flowing, the diaphanous) were essential to the 

Renaissance shift from representations of clothing alla francese to representations all’antica but 

also that there can be no account of Renaissance affect that ignores “mere accoutrement.”38  If 

the intrusion of that hyper-contemporary and (I confess) hyped word “affect” seems off-key to 

you, then consider Cicero’s account in the De inventione of affectio as the other of necessitudo 

(“necessity,” a modal concept, to be sure).  Ciceronian affect is the contextualization that is 

essential to contingency.39  That is, it is the single motion considered under the aspect of its 

being caught in the midst of many others.  Fabric (or flesh understood as the fabric of the 

skeleton) is its exemplary medium, defined by lag and spill.  Moreover, if the fold is an image of 

potentiality (that is, the potential extension of an ABBA into an ABBC), then the various Ledas 

and the Swan of the past two millennia have been versions of Malevich’s “Painterly Realism of a 

Boy with a Knapsack” (fig. 19).  That is, they are all studies in a counter-positioned and tense 

compossibility defined by a linea serpentinata potential for violence.  (Modern dialectics, we 

                                                            
36 David Summers, “Maniera and Movement: The Figura Serpentinata,” Art Quarterly 35 (1973): 274; David 
Summers, “Contrapposto: Style and Meaning in Renaissance Art,” The Art Bulletin 59 (1977): 337; Quintilian, 
Institutio oratoria, 2.13.9-11. 
37 Gabriele Brandstetter, “‘Ein Stück in Tüchern’: Rhetorik der Drapierung bei A. Warburg, M. Emmanuel, G. 
Clérambault,” Vorträge aus dem Warburg Haus 4 (2000): 120. 
38 Consider the insertion of the Deleuzian sense of the fold into an early modern aesthetic in Georges Didi-
Hubermann, Ninfa Moderna: Essai sur le Drapé Tombé (Paris: Gallimard, 2002), 40. 
39 Cicero, De inventione, 2.58.176: “Affectio est quaedam ex tempore aut ex negotiorum eventu aut administratione 
aut hominum studio commutatio rerum, ut non tales, quales ante habitae sint aut plerumque haberi soleant, habendae 
videantur esse.” 
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might conjecture on the basis of this sample of one, lacks a theory of coiling.)  The coiled and, 

for that reason, gratuitous delicacy of “the kiss” in the Michelangelo (and Michelangelo-

inspired) variants is a motif for momentarily tethered force.  That Michelangelo’s Leda appears 

to be isomorphic with his sleeping or unconscious “Night” brings the image into the realm of 

“Yes means Yes” (fig. 20). 

If there were time, we could explore further modal-adjacent confluences—everydayness 

and actuality.  Where one famous account of Aristotle’s Rhetoric glosses it as “the first 

systematic hermeneutic of the everydayness of being with others,” an equally famous account of 

photography describes the world viewed through the lens as “everyday life apotheosized.”40  The 

tension between the two snippets is instructive: everydayness is a form of temporality, an ersatz-

necessity, that encompasses both the jumbled underdetermination of the shot that seems candid 

and the layering effect generated by quotidian repetition.  Equally, when we hear that “in Roman 

times, a strange etymological confusion took place, as the two Greek paronyms energeia and 

enargeia were semantically conflated,” we encounter the plausibility of the inference that the 

scene most capable of being brought before the eyes—painted in words—would be the one in 

which a situated action had reached its point of highest activation.  This would be a scene in 

which the appearance of the phenomenon came closest to being its own pictorial self-definition.  

To paint, in words or no, would be to name.  Actuality (energeia), the essential other of 

Aristotelian potential (dunamis), would be a painting or performing that names. 

In fact, “confluence” is too banal, because the intellectual history of the borderlands 

between art and rhetoric is traversed by borrowed terms and concepts.  (“Criss-crossed” in place 

of “traversed” would be the wrong descriptor here, because rhetoricians have not taken 

                                                            
40 Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit (Halle: Max Niemeyer, 1927), 138: per Heidegger, Aristotle’s Rhetoric is to be 
understood as “die erste systematische Hermeneutik der Alltäglichkeit des Miteinanderseins”; Sontag, On 
Photography, 69. 
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advantage of art theory to the degree that aestheticians have taken advantage of rhetorical 

theory.)  The list of appropriations is long.  Epideixis was a showing forth, a demonstration, or an 

example; just so, epideictic rhetoric (distinct from the deliberative and forensic forms of the 

assemblies and courts) was a ceremonial displaying of a person or action or place, for approval 

or censure.  Eusynoptos was the pictorial form, political community, sentence, or plot that could 

be taken in “at a glance.”41  Pro ommaton was an evidentness, a setting “before the eyes,” that 

could describe both the simple geometrical form of a triangle and the vividness of a metaphor.42  

Evidentia was “the perspicuous,” a visuality that stood for itself, self-evident, and seemed to 

need no further proof.43  Inventio, dispositio, and elocutio—the first three parts of classical 

rhetoric (focused on finding, arranging, and casting arguments)—became inventione, disegno, 

and colorito in Renaissance art theory.  Moreover, some have even seen traces of these three 

rhetorical operations in the practical operations of the Renaissance artists, where circonscriptione 

(the outlining of silhouettes) may have been finding; compositione (the construction of planes 

within the image), arranging; and receptione di lumi (coloring), casting.44  Memoria, the fourth 

part of classical rhetoric, is said to have originated in a scene of mental visualization 

(“architectonic”), when the poet, Simonides, reconstructed the seating arrangement of a dinner 

party he had just left in order to identify the wrecked bodies of guests who, in the meantime, had 

been crushed in an earthquake.45  Sententia, “maxims” or “aphorisms,” were to discourse as the 

                                                            
41 James Fredal, “Seeing Ancient Rhetoric, Easily at a Glance,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 36 (2006): 188; 
Aristotle, Politics, 1327a1, Rhetoric, 1409b1, and Poetics, 1451a4. 
42 Rüdiger Campe, “Shapes and Figures—Geometry and Rhetoric in the Age of Evidence,” Monatshefte 102 (2010): 
295. 
43 Alan G. Gross, “Toward a Theory of Verbal-Visual Interaction: The Example of Lavoisier,” Rhetoric Society 
Quarterly 39 (2009): 148. 
44 Ludovico Dolce, Dialogo della Pittura (Vinegia: Gabriel Giolito de’ Ferrara, 1557), 22r-v; Rensselaer W. Lee, 
“Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting,” The Art Bulletin 22 (1940): 264-5. 
45 Cicero, De oratore, 2.86.351-4.  The medieval afterlife of this topos was incredibly rich, and no one has traced 
this afterlife as richly as Mary J. Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture 
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appearance of three-dimensionality was to a visual field—adding depth, that is, dimension and 

priority in either space or time.46  Transumptio was the “absorb-and-transform” work of the artist 

metabolizing earlier models, while figura was “both the represented human form and the 

operations of metaphor.”47  Painterly disegno was a unity of space analogous to the Aristotelian 

unities of action, place, and time.48  Cliché was both the worn phrase and, in French, the 

photographic negative.49  Parataxis (that is, merely additive or merely alternate syntactic 

underdetermination) characterized the point-and-shoot ease—and therefore miscellany—of 

photography.50  Enthymemata (that is, probable or abbreviated syllogisms) could function 

through images, which would freight shared assumption, seemingly without effort.51  Visual 

parody, satire, or polemic became “double-voiced” as its vindictiveness (that is, its eagerness to 

silence its enemy) turned into an opportunity for that enemy to speak: we will believe that the 

gagged victim has something to say.52 

Certainly, instead of getting sidetracked into the old question of whether “all art is 

perfectly useless” (and therefore by definition cannot be bent to “merely” rhetorical purposes), 

we should attend to the much finer distinctions among modes of address set out by the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) as well as The Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the 
Making of Images, 400-1200 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
46 Quintilian, Institutio oratoria, 8.5; compare Robert Williams, Art Theory: An Historical Introduction (Malden: 
Blackwell, 2004), 40. 
47 Leonard Barkan, “The Heritage of Zeuxis: Painting, Rhetoric, and History,” in Antiquity and its Interpreters 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), edited by Alina Payne, Ann Kuttner, and Rebecca Smick, 100 and 
108. 
48 Christopher Braider, “The Paradoxical Sisterhood: ‘Ut Pictura Poesis,’” in Cambridge History of Literary 
Criticism: Volume III, The Renaissance, edited by Glyn P. Norton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 
173. 
49 Sontag, On Photography, 135. 
50 Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, “Public Identity and Collective Memory in U.S. Iconic Photography: 
The Image of ‘Accidental Napalm,’” in Visual Rhetoric: A Reader in Communication and American Culture 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2008), edited by Lester C. Olson, Cara A. Finnegan, and Diane S. Hope, 180. 
51 Cara A. Finnegan, “Recognizing Lincoln: Image Vernaculars in Nineteenth-Century Visual Culture,” in Visual 
Rhetoric, 62-3. 
52 Ekaterina V. Haskins and James P. Zappen, “Totalitarian Visual ‘Monologue’: Reading Soviet Posters with 
Bakhtin,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 40 (2010): 353. 
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objecthood, absorption, or theatricality of art.  Reiterating the point in a more concrete way, we 

have twinned claims.  On the one hand, when twentieth-century interwar avant-garde artists 

turned to non-objectivism, they were trying “to imitate God by creating something valid solely 

on its own terms in the way nature itself is valid, in the way a landscape—not its picture—is 

aesthetically valid; something given, increate, independent of meanings, similars, or originals.”  

On the other, contrary to the claim that non-objective works of art interpellate no subjects, “art 

wants to address someone, it wants something precise and extended to do; it wants resistance.”53  

Out of precisely this confrontation, the better thought emerges: Tony Smith (sculptor of, among 

other things, Hillman Library’s “Light Up”) drives along a brand new as yet unsignposted 

highway at night and nonetheless experiences this least object-like of environments as 

constitutive of a subject, for “it is the explicitness, that is to say, the sheer persistence with which 

the experience presents itself as directed at him from outside (on the turnpike from outside the 

car) that simultaneously makes him a subject—makes him subject—and establishes the 

experience itself as something like that of an object, or rather, objecthood.”54  Here are the 

relevant questions, which one can pose to any moment of aesthesis: does the art experience dilate 

subject and object (or not), and, if it does either of these things, how does it do it? 

From here, a sequence of insights awaits.  Linear perspective organizes not simply the 

space within a painting but also the space from which the painting is beheld: David’s “Belisarius 

Begging for Alms” is able to “project the beholder” (fig. 21).55  Representing an audience within 

a painting—or, more explicitly, by representing a second, unaddressed, audience (as in David’s 

                                                            
53 Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Horizon: A Review of Literature and Art 1 (1940): 257-8; T. J. 
Clark, “Clement Greenberg’s Theory of Art,” Critical Inquiry 9 (1982): 155-6. 
54 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” in Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998), 159. 
55 Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Chicago: University of 
Chicago, 1980), 156. 
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“Homer Reciting His Poems,”)—generates a category of visual “over-hearing” where a voyeur 

position is intimated that is not caught up in the core interpellation (fig. 22).56  The blank stare 

facing us—“blankfacing” us—in Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’Herbe is a kind of deliberately lifeless 

return of the long denied theatricality of figures who broke the frame of early modern art (fig. 

23).57  And the radical non-addressedness, the “absorption,” of the figures in Wall’s A View from 

an Apartment in fact structures a very particular mode of absorbed gazing in the viewer, as if the 

manytimedness of the everyday home-space in which we find these people requests a certain 

elongation of our gazing upon the photograph: absorption inside the frame sponsors a 

“spectatorial project of close and detailed looking” outside it (fig. 24).58  All in all (comes the 

moral of the story), if you lose your ability to depict and articulate subtle variations of 

addressedness, theatricality and absorption, “throw your brushes into the fire.”59 

To be sure, art’s constitution of its own scene involves another cluster of associated 

phenomena that fundamentally change the parameters and character of “the rhetorical situation” 

brought into being by the work of art.  The circumferences of voice and ear are, of course, very 

particular.  The networks forged between tile, painting, print, photograph, video, pixel, clone and 

eye are very often different.  If we think of art as a form of mourning the absent object (and, on 

this view, the death mask is the primordial art form, with sarcophagus frieze and portrait its 

successors), then there are all manner of present absences generated around the art object.60  The 

mine indexes its maker.61  The marae congregates the whakapapa.62  The photograph observes its 

                                                            
56 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 177-8. 
57 Michael Fried, Why Photography Matters as Art as Never Before (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 40. 
58 Fried, Why Photography Matters, 47 and 57.  Note that the everydayness of A View from an Apartment is literally 
a function of “manytimedness,” because the image is the product of multiple shots blended together—a digital 
laminate. 
59 Denis Diderot, cited in Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 100. 
60 Hans Belting, An Anthropology of Images: Picture, Medium, Body (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 
22, 24, 47, 85. 
61 Gell, Art and Agency, 21. 
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own exhibition and is a window for the past on the present (not the other way around).63  These 

are the present absences of art subjects, not those who are subjected to art but rather art’s makers.  

The magazine is the portal, the material means of circulation, between photographer and 

public.64  Specialized in excision, the photograph is a quotation (or maxim or proverb), which 

means that the photographic collection is a commonplace book, miscellany, or department 

store.65  Graffiti greets, challenges, organizes a serial, disaggregated, potentially self-conscious 

audience.66  Digital self-portraiture has a built-in if diverse and often hazy sociality.67  The 

composite picture (where a type emerges from the overlaying of, for example, individual 

portraits) manifests a spectral hyperobject or Platonic form by means of “pictorial statistics.”68 

At the same time, art instruments like the camera are said to delimit the parameters of 

“the situation.”  If something cannot be photographed, it cannot be a situation.69  Just as the scale 

of a haiku is the scale of a scene, so the limits of the photographic field are the limits of the 

context.70  Indeed, the camera is said to be a kind of prosthesis for freedom itself, because if one 

controls the means of reproduction (i.e., has one’s own point-and-shoot), one controls not only 

some of the means of self-representation but also a mechanism for distancing oneself from the 

world, a mechanism for “gaining perspective.”71  The hope is that the camera permits one to put 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
62 Gell, Art and Agency, 253. 
63 Azoulay, Civil Imagination, 44. 
64 Cara A. Finnegan, Picturing Poverty: Print Culture and FSA Photographs (Washington: Smithsonian, 2003), 224. 
65 Sontag, On Photography, 56 and 85; Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Strauss and 
Giroux, 2003), 22. 
66 Caitlin Bruce, “Public Surfaces beyond the Great Wall: Communication and Graffiti Culture in China,” Invisible 
Culture: An Electronic Journal for Visual Culture 15 (2010): 102. 
67 Emily Cram, “‘Angie was our Sister’: Witnessing the Trans-Formation of Disgust in the Citizenry of 
Photography,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 98 (2012): 422. 
68 Josh Ellenbogen, “Educated Eyes and Impressed Images,” Art History 33 (2010): 494. 
69 Sontag, On Photography, 8: “our very sense of situation is now articulated by the camera’s interventions.” 
70 W. J. T. Mitchell, “Ut Pictura Theoria: Abstract Painting and the Repression of Language,” Critical Inquiry 15 
(1989): 359.  And this is what Errol Morris was getting at in Standard Operating Procedure when he said in 
reference to Abu Ghraib that the photographs were the cover-up. 
71 Responding to Born into Brothels, a documentary about the children of sex workers in India who, at one point, are 
given cameras so that they can picture the world for themselves, the critic Brian Johnson says, “We sense that if they 
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one’s situation at “arm’s” length.  True, we might say that an equal distribution of the means of 

sensitizing would be a democratization of naming.  This notion recycles the idea précised above 

according to which the image that displays a phenomenon is a word, the vehicle of 

articulateness.  But the work is not done simply by thinking of the camera as a “factory of the 

sensible” (or the legible).  Such a factory produces not simply words but topoi, and topoi are not 

so much arguments as places in which arguments can be found or forged.  Image is hub for 

polemic.72 

We should understand this pictorial situation, this pictorial variant on or analogue to the 

rhetorical situation, as a spanning of the here and now that interacts with the specifying force of 

non-visual language.  Ekphrasis, of course, is the locus classicus, denoting both painting with 

words (impressively, the 1593 first edition of Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia had no images) and 

transposing an image into speech.73  But the word-image nexus articulates further the presence-

absence shading just discussed.  Like a former-day Heidegger, Epictetus says that God needs 

Man, “as a spectator of himself and of his works; and not only as a spectator but as an interpreter 

of them.”74  Images are absence, not so much because many of them are physical traces of a 

departed presence but rather because they are all more or less indistinct.  True, in his Winter 

Semester 1924-5 lectures on Plato’s Sophist, Heidegger aligned the key term, dunamis (usually 

rendered as “potentiality”), with “Non-Being” as well as “Being,” and, in the Nachwort to his 

essay on the origin of the work of art, he specified the being of art as energeia (usually rendered 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
can capture the world through a lens, maybe they can avoid being captured by it.”  Some like this idea; others are 
skeptical—see Wendy Hesford, Spectacular Rhetorics: Human Rights Visions, Recognitions, Feminisms (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2011), 153. 
72 Jacques Rancière, “Distribution of the Sensible,” in The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible 
(London: Continuum, 2004), 42. 
73 Ruth Webb, Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice (Farnham: 
Ashgate, 2009), 1ff; John Manning, The Emblem (London: Reaktion, 2002), 97. 
74 Epictetus, Discourses, 1.6. 
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as “actuality”).75  And we might suppose that, therefore, for him art was presence.  We would be 

wrong.  Art—like speech—was presencing, on the way to but not yet reaching presence (per 

Heidegger), because it articulated being and gave it determination (without rendering it utterly 

determinate).  Being in a state of potentiality was not so much a form of absence as a kind of 

vagueness.  That which could be anything (money in a capitalist phantasm, matter understood as 

pure potential) had only an indistinct substitutional existence.  That which could only be one 

thing was achieved, ossified, necessary—and dead.  That which could be a few things would 

span itself most intensively.  It was being. 

At this point, we encounter, once again, a core rhetorical practice: paradiastole.  The 

redescribability of an action as either courageous or foolhardy is a function of its moderate 

indeterminateness.  However much we, on account of our own particular experiences, may be 

suspicious of the mantra, “History will be the judge,” we must recognize the degree to which 

consequences (especially unintended) rewrite our descriptions retroactively.  Just as there are 

senses in which the work of art articulates the phenomenon, so there are senses in which logos 

articulates the work of art.  Whoever says, “No caption needed,” without qualification (note the 

qualification) denies that the work of art is characteristically in need of supplement.  Of course, 

supplement comes in many forms, and there is a very real sense in which “Suburban Napalm” is 

                                                            
75 Martin Heidegger, Platon: Sophistes (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1992), edited by Ingeborg 
Schüßler, 475 and 558.  On the one hand, “Sein besagt also, kurz gesagt: Möglichkeit, wobei wir diesen Ausdruck 
δύναμις noch völlig indifferent fassen.  Diese δύναμις ist hier bezogen εις το ποιειν and εις το παθειν.”  On the other 
hand, “das Sein des Nicht, das μή im Sinne des ἕτερον, ist die δύναμις des πρός τι.”  Thus, non-being is not simply 
the pseudos of that which is not; it is also the possibility of distinctness achieved by an increasingly acute 
description of a thing in terms of what it is not, in terms—that is—of its others and neighbors and “in-relations-to.”  
How can we make sense of the paradox that both being and non-being are defined in terms of δύναμις, Möglichkeit, 
possibility?  In this way: the most radically contextualized phenomenon is most contingently, most specifically, and 
most intensively.  Its possibilities (for changing and being changed) are not infinite, but they are multiple, and they 
are in the process of being excavated.  Martin Heidegger, “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes,” in Holzwege (Frankfurt 
am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1950), 68: “Das συνολον, das eigene Ganze von μορφη und υλη, nämlich das 
εργον, ist in der Weise der ενεργεια,” and it is ενεργεια (not its ontological successors, the actualitas of the ens actu, 
Wirklichkeit, Gegenständlichkeit, or Erlebnis) that stands at the root of the connection between Schönheit and 
Wahrheit. 
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a gloss on “Accidental Napalm” (figs. 25-26).76  When Walter Benjamin said, in effect, “Caption 

needed” (in reference to Baroque forms of staging in theater, emblem books, and painting), he 

was looking for dialectical tension and rejecting a fetish for the kind of “symbol” that could 

instantiate a concept without remainder.77  Naming is itself glossing and is more properly 

understood as defining—as having, that is, a predicative structure that equates something with 

something it is not. 

Indeed, Benjamin’s is the best response to the familiar cavil that words overdetermine 

images and reduce them from art to mere rhetoric by placing them “in a situation” that “includes 

the beholder.”78  The point here is that there should be a gap between an image and its caption.  

The image that admits no easy captioning is a good image, for “the incapacity to name is a good 

symptom of disturbance,” a reworking of the codes of seeing.79  And it is a happy material 

circumstance that in the early modern period text was cheaper than image, such that individual 

emblems tended to accrete multiple captions in the course of republication.80  Indeed, 

“emblematic wit” was precisely “the evocation of a new significance hitherto unsuspected in the 

previous life of the image.”81  Let me bring this topical reverie to a close with perhaps the most 

often appropriated of the ancient commonplaces: when we take up the stipulation, ut pictura 

poesis (“as in painting, so in poetry”), we should not be too quick to close the gap of the 

comparison between image and word, which is, more properly, “a relationship of correspondence 

                                                            
76 Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, No Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, Public Culture, and Liberal 
Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 171-207.  Granted, “Suburban Napalm” is not a 
“caption,” but, in relation to “Accidental Napalm,” it performs a very similar function—namely, it comments. 
77 Walter Benjamin, Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels, in Gesammelte Schriften, 1.372: “die Sentenz erklärt das 
Szenenbild als sein Unterschrift für allegorisch.”  For Benjamin, the allegorical (and fractured) is the other of the 
symbolic (and univocal).  We also see here that, through Sentenz, he is proposing a continuity of interest stretching 
from rhetorical sententiae to modern Bildunterschriften. 
78 Mitchell, “Ut Pictura Theoria,” 352; Mitchell is quoting and responding to Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” 153. 
79 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 51. 
80 Manning, Emblem, 90. 
81 Manning, Emblem, 85. 
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at a distance.”82  True, there is a gap between visual art and rhetoric (poetics in its political 

form).  Equally true, this is a gap made for thinking. 

 

IV – Warburgian Maxims 

 

If we want to use the fruits of historical labor to think for ourselves in the contemporary world, 

then one way to proceed is to transform the ideas discerned in the source record into maxims.  

Maxims have the appearance of rules, and, as such, they are portable.  Rules are essentially 

portable sentences.  That is, the rule comes into its own when it comes into contact with a 

diversity of cases, many of which are historically, geographically, and even topically distant 

from the context that produced the rule in the first place.  But maxims are distinct from rules (or 

let us simply say that they are, for the moment), because they carry upon themselves the marks 

of suggestiveness and required supplementation.  That is, the maxim needs a case not just in the 

sense that to be applied it requires a venue but in the deeper sense that it needs the case in order 

to discover its own meaning.  Stylistically, rules are liars, because their fetishized impersonal 

evenness implies that the work of application is secondary, immaterial, and easy.  In contrast, the 

literary style employed in this section will be one in which maxims are enumerated and explored 

piecemeal.  This will be telegraphy followed by it-will-have-to-do-for-now explication, pending 

use. 

1. The cunning spatialization of multiple images will be a topical system that organizes 

similarity and difference, ingenium and iudicium.  One of the striking aspects of the topical 

theory that was so important to ancient rhetoric was the, at times, immense generality of topical 

categories.  “The more and the less” was a place in which to find arguments.  Just so, similarity 
                                                            
82 Rancière, “Distribution of the Sensible,” 16. 
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and difference were two further topics, as vapid in appearance as they were sharp in use.  “Look 

at X and Y—they’re in basically the same position, but you don’t see X doing what Y does,” or 

“Look at A and B—they’re fundamentally different kinds of thing, and yet we treat them as if 

they’re the same.”  A Warburgian table—extrapolating from the model of Table 52 carved out in 

the first section of this article (and adopting the form of transumptio discussed in the second)—is 

a laying out of visual similarities and differences.  Awareness of similarity is the same thing as 

awareness of difference; it is simply being described from another direction.  This is why 

ingenium and iudicium, invention and judgment (“judgment” in the sense of distinguishing, 

discretion, rendering discrete), are mutually reinforcing capacities.  Bringing similitudes together 

facilitates finer differentiation.  Compare how one learns to smell in the perfume business: one 

works one’s way through an odor kit, beginning with the most basic distinctions (the most coarse 

contrasts), slowly working one’s way toward distinguishing smells that are closer and closer 

together until one differentiates like a connoisseur.  In Bruno Latour’s discussion of that kit, the 

goal is simply articulateness not a distinction between true or false.83  We might add that the 

connoisseur’s true modus is not a moralism that separates “good” from “bad” but rather, once 

again, articulation.  Just so, we should regard Warburgian tables as an effect of ingenium that 

develops judgment and that thereby sharpens not only the ability to speak about gestures but also 

the ability to differentiate between them in the course of inhabiting them oneself.  Let us call this 

gestural articulateness “dexterity.” 

2. Morphological gazing is concerned not so much with classifying and organizing 

phenomena as with facilitating the invention of new classifications, some of which will cut clean 

through the schemas that such gazing appears—for the time being—to privilege.  It may be the 

                                                            
83 Bruno Latour, “How to Talk about the Body: The Normative Dimension of Science Studies,” Body & Society 10 
(2004): 210: “articulation thus does not mean ability to talk with authority...but being affected by differences.” 
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case that odor kits in some cases promote a kind of semantic lockstep, flattening difference, and 

permitting more distinctions to be made at the cost of everyone making the same distinctions.  

There is a version of this practice that aims at intersubjective unanimity, where, put to the test, all 

parties “correctly” write down the same descriptor in their notepads and where everyone’s 

descriptor is the same as the one on the label in the odor kit.  It does not have to be like that.  

Experience certainly does seem analogue, and—if that is indeed the case—we will expect there 

to be an infinite number of potential distinctions to be made between any two sensations.  

Morphological gazing is a gazing upon the stations of change.  It charts missing links between 

apparent opposites or non-sequiturs.  It treats the list not as the enumeration of discrete points but 

as a series of points emploting a continuum.  Or, rather, in the context of the Warburgian table, 

iterations need not articulate ever-finer distinctions but can instead discover subtle 

transformations.  Taking up the discussion of epideixis and Heidegger begun earlier, we may say 

that a name is only ever an area, and congregating phenomena in that area (in the mode of a 

table) will drive the continuing work of comparison.  For this reason, we should expect 

Warburgian tables to create a teeming ecosystem of evolving distinctions.  The Warburgian table 

is a birthplace of names. 

3. An image-atlas will effect “concentration,” but this should be understood as a roving 

and reciprocal centering in which images take turns at anchoring and describing the orbits of 

other images.  We have our own everyday understandings of “concentration” (what it looks like 

and how its other is distraction), but an alternative way to think the concept is to take the word 

literally.  “Concentration” is a “centering-with,” an arranging of concentric circles.  But this talk 

of circles does not require recognition of a center.  There need be no core phenomenon, only a 

relay of differences organized spatially.  And we can divine the origin of our everyday sense of 
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“concentration”: it is an attending that permits differentiation, an equidistance, an equal 

proximity of each image to each other image that performs contingency visually.  There will be a 

variety of orders of spatial organization in the Warburgian table.  One can enumerate the stations 

of an itinerary (as Table 52 does).  One can arrange a series of polarities around the 

circumference of a circle.  One can emplot a grid on a sphere with no fixed axis, so that every 

single image always has an equal number of neighbors and every image can be centered or 

decentered at will.  Or one can turn the table into a card table, remove the images and transform 

them into a deck of cards, each card to be played as a transformation of the one before.  Always, 

the crucial thing will be the distances between the images more than the images taken 

individually.  The thought-sequence recapitulates the Aristotelian dunamis definition of rhetoric, 

for every image is understood through the images that cluster around it.  Pithanon, expressed 

visually, is “stance,” and the Warburgian table is a clustering of the pithanon endechomenon—

the proximate stances. 

4. An image is a concertina of predicates, and looking upon the image intently will be 

an expanding and contracting of these predicates (more interpolation than interpellation) that 

marks out a space of underdetermination—and this is “contingency,” also known as “a mutual 

and labile touching.”  Degree of discombobulation is one of the fundamental measures of a 

figural image.  How many motions are involved, superimposed one upon another, in generating 

the image’s unfolding action?  Is each individual body of a piece with itself, or is it ahead, 

behind, or beside itself in some way?  Likewise, are the reciprocities of gesture between figures 

precise and tight and mirrored, or are they something else?  We can say that fellow-feeling in an 

image, where persons achieve a supra-individual existence in the performance of some common 

action or shared passion, is most essentially a form of rhythm.  Such fellow-feeling is a flexible 
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accordion of calibrated intervals.  The more discombobulated an image, the more contingent it 

will be.  That is, the visual form of necessity is “of-a-piece-ness.”  Think Myron, Diskobolos 

(fig. 27).  Necessity has appeared when it seems that change in one aspect of an image would 

require change in the others.  Once again, we should think the word literally in order to 

understand it.  “Contingency,” the preeminent other of necessity, is the appearance of 

discombobulation.  That is, the contingent is that which is involved in con-tangere, a “touching-

with” or “a touching something that is simultaneously a being-touched by that something in 

return.”  Unease—or, more generally, confusion (both in an individual and in a scene)—is one of 

the fundamental visual forms of contingency.  Necessity interpellates—explicitly in an I-you 

form that constitutes subjectivities, implicitly by means of an absorption that says, du mußt dein 

Leben ändern, “imitate me.”  Contingency interpolates.  That is, contingency presents borders as 

situated between extremes and as contact points where change will appear.  And here, in order to 

develop the Benjamin-Barthes-Sontag contingency lineage set out earlier, we must consult one 

of the German magician’s golden lines: “facility of imagination is the capacity to interpolate into 

the infinitely small, to discover a new throbbing cornucopia in every intensity (read now as an 

extension), in short, to engage with every image as if it be the image of a closed fan that only in 

being unfurled draws breath.”84 

5. Image-atlas constellations are rhetorical progymnasmata for the motive imagination.  

“Constellation” as a metaphor for the organization of discrete entities into a pattern is clear.  

“Rhetorical progymnasmata for the motive imagination” is not.  The four surviving 

progymnasmata of antiquity by Theon of Alexandria, Hermogenes of Tarsus, Aphthonius of 

Antioch, and Nicolaus of Constantinople (together with the Latin redaction by Priscian) are our 

                                                            
84 Walter Benjamin, Einbahnstraße, in Gesammelte Schriften, 4.117: “das Vermögen der Phantasie ist die Gabe, im 
unendlich Kleinen zu interpolieren, jeder Intensität als Extensivem ihre neue gedrängte Fülle zu erfinden, kurz, jedes 
Bild zu nehmen, als sei es das des zusammengelegten Fächers, das erst in der Entfaltung Atem holt.” 
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best guides to the life of rhetoric as an educational curriculum in the ancient world.  Everyone 

who mentions them has to couch what they say in the warning, “Of course, these progymnasmata 

do give the impression of being unreconstructed old-school drill pedagogies that fail to recognize 

the distinctiveness or individuality of each student.”85  In the most influential of the ancient 

progymnasmata (by Aphthonius), students slogged their way through fourteen exercises in order 

to develop the constitutive skills of oratory: fable, tale, saying, proverb, refutation, confirmation, 

commonplace, encomium, invective, comparison, characterization, description, thesis, law.  Not 

for nothing did Giambattista Vico say, in reference to Tommaso Cornelio’s seventeenth-century 

Progymnasmata Physica, that its “extreme purity” had “dismayed the minds of the young rather 

than giving them courage to go on in later years with the study of the Latin language.”86  But 

Deborah Hawhee is right to emphasize and then explain the potential visual indistinguishability 

of the orator and the athlete in the ancient world (fig. 28).87  Rhetoric was a verbal gymnastics.  It 

was a training.  It repeated.  And, as Quintilian said, its aim was the facilitas, quae apud Graecos 

ἕξις nominatur, the “facility that among the Greeks is called hexis” (which was the possession of 

a potential sculpted by practice).88  I would argue that Quintilian’s facilitas, this adroit dexterity 

in a wide variety of situations, is an anticipation of Warburg’s magnanimitas.  We should 

understand the image-atlas effect as a concentrating of facilities—facilities for minutely 

calibrated performance and minutely calibrated invention in performance.  The Warburgian table 

develops such facility in the realm of imagining stance, and the presupposition we should suture 

in at this point comes from Thomas Hobbes: “the Imagination is the first internall beginning of 

                                                            
85 J. David Fleming, “The Very Idea of a Progymnasmata,” Rhetoric Review 22 (2003): 117; John Hagaman, 
“Modern Use of the Progymnasmata in Teaching Rhetorical Invention,” Rhetoric Review 5 (1986): 22-3. 
86 Giambattista Vico, The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1944), 133. 
87 Deborah Hawhee, Bodily Arts: Rhetoric and Athletics in Ancient Greece (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
2004), 1ff. 
88 Quintilian, Institutio oratoriae, 10.1.1. 
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all Voluntary Motion.”89  The Warburgian imagination, spaced and practiced in the image-atlas 

tables (and others that we might invent), explains what Hobbes meant almost better than Hobbes 

could himself.  Voluntary motion, “freedom,” is the soul that has worked out in the image-atlas 

gymnasium (or it is the soul that has built its own gymnasia), for each one of its many images is 

something like a conative suggestion that begins motion.  We are picking up on the issues of 

trope, flexus, and movere adumbrated above.  To have many such images is to be corporeally 

articulate, and to be articulate in this way is to be in a more intensive way.  Small wonder, then, 

that the best recent theorization of what I am talking about here is Peter Sloterdijk’s You Must 

Change Your Life, which works at the intersection of Heidegger and Foucault’s late work on 

regimes, practices, and the care of the self. 

6. Imitation performed on demand is a form of quotation, and quotation is freedom in 

the guise of an ars topica.  A Warburgian table will suggest that its spectators imitate the figures 

they see within its various framed frames.  An alternate response is to adopt a counter-pose to the 

pose one is examining—its reciprocal, we might say.  Exercising in such mimesis and counter-

mimesis develops facility, and this facility is a facility in quoting.  We should recognize that the 

image can perform quotation, and quotation has many modes: an incongruence leading toward 

irony where two elements cannot be held together, an exaggerated display of the gesture in 

which self-consciousness is manifested, a framing function that is both brought into being and 

acknowledged by the image.  The key here is variety.  The person who is expert in the execution 

of a single gesture is a monomane.  That person is like the body of an Olympic athlete shaped by 

exclusive dedication to one kind of performance.  Skill in quotation is lightness of touch.  It is 

characterized most of all by an ability to move into and then out of a mask.  Prosopopoeia—

which, recall, was one of the skills developed in the ancient progymnasmata—was not a losing 
                                                            
89 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), edited by Richard Tuck, 38. 
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of oneself in the personality of another.  One had to make the opening and closing of quotation 

palpable.  Thus, quotation promotes an independence from the mask one is performing.  One’s 

freedom is built by the detachability of the mask.  Sure, one might construe detachability as lack 

of commitment (and that way lies a certain form of existential nihilism).  In fact, though, we 

think detachability more originally if we understand it as a capacity to replace one mask with 

another as a continuation.  (We are back in the vicinity of dispositio and the cento poem, which 

is intensively zeugmatic.)   And this is why freedom should be understood as a propaedeutic for 

creativity, not a synonym.  Freedom is being surrounded by many possibilities; creativity is 

specifying new possibilities by means—at least in part—of combining old ones.  “Combining” 

though comes in many forms, and much combining will look less like suturing (where the two 

elements remain basically the same but now have new contiguities) and more like transposing 

(where the form of one element discovers novelty in another).  In this way, repetition can become 

an ars topica—not a set of famous sayings that we mouth ad nauseam but instead a place in 

which to find arguments.  Certain disciplines of repetition, not all, are the opposite of 

conservative.  They invent. 

7. The genuinely rhetorical task with any image is to neutralize its requirements, its 

insistence that it influence the viewer in one and only one way, but this is not to be understood as 

a demand to eviscerate from all images their motive capacities, because its true purpose is to 

cluster potential continuations.  Aby Warburg lived in fear of the Augenblicksgott, the “god of 

the moment,” which was an apparition where presence named itself without remainder.  The 

apparition that is whole, unalterable, necessary, self-defining, and without need of supplement 

freezes its viewer.  (One of the examples, I would argue, that Warburg included in the image-

atlas was Mussolini, which is not to say that Il Duce really was a god but only that he wanted to 
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clothe himself in the aesthetic form of one.)  Warburgian rhetoric frees one from the Medusa-

gaze of the Augenblicksgott.  It generates facility of response, alternatives.  The desideratum is a 

recognition of interval, hesitation, possibility.  As we saw in the previous section, every visual 

appeal is an opportunity for paradiastolic redescription.  But we need not understand this as a 

kind of theatrical hyperactivity.  Variety of response may well begin in deadpan.  As Lauren 

Berlant so perceptively observes, “the appearance of deadpan, deadvoice, and deadeye signals 

refusals from below to reproduce power, or trauma, or confusion, genuine impasse, sarcasm, or 

some combination of these.”90  Deadpan and its constituent body-parts is the achievement of 

decontextualization.  Non-response shines the light of contingency, as it were, on stimulus.  But 

deadpan is not simply a refusal to play.  It is a spacing of the moment that makes other routines 

optional.  It can open space for a different play.  To those who might say that desire for 

Warburgian magnanimity is a desire for the consummate performativity of feather-light 

individuals who can deploy themselves at will in any direction and contort themselves into any 

pose, let me respond by pointing out that the image-table is itself constitutive of a certain kind of 

community.  To be sure, there will be other forms of such community, and some of them may 

well be theater spaces in which one has living, breathing human beings in place of Warburg’s 

figurines.91 

 

 

 

                                                            
90 Lauren Berlant, “Structures of Unfeeling: Mysterious Skin,” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and 
Society 28 (2015): 198. 
91 This is a thought that has emerged in dialogue with Timothy Barr.  He points out that to early modern minds the 
opposite of magnanimity was melancholy, and he is pursuing the intuition that melancholy—think, for the moment, 
“Hamlet”—is a particular version of “being-surrounded-by-possibilities.”  In his pithy formulation (which 
appropriates Burton), melancholy is a kind of being immersed in affect possibilities without apparent occasion. 
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V – Conclusion 

 

Someone once said to me, “If your intuition about the fertility of this Warburgian practice is 

right, then some version of it will already exist in the contemporary world.”  At the time, my 

response was, “Yes—Google Images.”  The comparison is not entirely implausible.  On the one 

hand, some similarities.  Both the Warburgian table and the average Google Image results page 

organize and space similitude.  Both transform similitude into variatio, where the iteration of a 

theme constitutes a copious visual array that, to some degree, can be thought together.  Both 

facilitate a kind of adroit optical movement—hyperlinked or not—that zooms in on and out from 

particular images in that array.  On the other hand, some differences.  Ingenium in the 

Warburgian table is resolutely human (or in a sense “super-human,” because Warburg possessed 

an uncommonly vivid and erudite visual imagination), whereas Google Images replaces 

ingenium with an algorithm that is largely text-descriptor-based, such that the variatio of Google 

Images is that of the homonym—all the images that have been labeled “cat.”  Where the one 

rests most comfortably at the level of a disheveled visual motley, the other regards its motley 

mostly as a means to the end of finding an individual image.  Where the former is esoteric, 

baffling, and sometimes brilliant, the latter is randomized to the point of slackened (witness the 

blithe repetitiousness of Google Images) and is not optimized for the purposes of sharpening the 

imagination (or has not settled yet on a particular engine for topical arrangement as we see in the 

choppy recent history of Wonder Wheel to “related search” suggestion, the fully two-

dimensional Image Swirl to the current one-dimensional “topical overlay” on some image 

searches, or the versions of “related image” retrieval or “search by image” functionality, 

which—it seems—eschews both textual keywords and text-based metadata, working instead 
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directly through a machine-readable category of “visual similarity”).92  I think that the 

similarities and differences are robust enough to raise questions.  What might happen if one used 

Google Images (its analogues or its successors) as a Warburg-inspired prosthesis for the 

imagination, and what might that partnership look like in practice? 

In the current Google Images research literature, it seems that most of the searches 

experimented upon are extremely banal: “Eiffel Tower,” “sailing,” “motorbike,” etc.93  If we 

accepted this as indicative, we would say that the vocabulary of computer vision—the lexicon 

that machines can name by means of images—is very basic and fundamentally unresponsive to 

the interests of researchers in the humanities.  What happens, though, if we take a highly 

contemporary and rhetorically complex example?  To understand “Warburg” is to understand the 

implications of his practices for a contemporary context, so let me offer a Warburgian parsing of 

the results obtained by a Google Image search for the phrase “Hands Up, Don’t Shoot.”94  

Obviously, no remotely satisfactory treatment can be undertaken here in the concluding section 

of this article, but I am committed to this risky and incomplete gesture, because it transposes the 

concerns explored earlier into a quite different context that speaks to the interests and talents of a 

wider group of readers.  It is a beginning and will doubtless need to be transformed. 

                                                            
92 And, indeed, we see research currently underway that seeks to reduce the reliance of images searches on manually 
added labels and that develops algorithms to sharpen the “visual perspicacity” of the computer itself.  See David 
Edmundson and Gerald Schaefer, “Similarity-Based Browsing of Image Search Results,” Proceedings, 2013 IEEE 
International Symposium on Multimedia (Los Alamitos: IEEE Computer Society, 2013), 502-3; and Quannan Li, 
Jiajun Wu, and Zhuowen Tu, “Harvesting Mid-Level Visual Concepts from Large-Scale Internet Images,” 2013 
IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition (Los Alamitos: IEEE Computer Society, 2013), 851-
8.  We cannot yet say what the limits of such an approach might be. 
93 Yushi Jing et al, “Learning Query-Specific Distance Functions for Large-Scale Web Image Search,” IEEE 
Transactions on Multimedia 15 (2013): 2023; Yuli Gao et al, “Interactive Approach for Filtering Out Junk Images,” 
IEEE Transactions on Circuits and Systems for Video Technology 19 (2009): 1861; Xi Liu, Zhi-Ping Shi, Zhong-Zhi 
Shi, “A Co-Boost Framework for Learning Object Categories from Google Images with 1st and 2nd Order Features,” 
The Visual Computer: International Journal of Computer Graphics 30 (2014): 6. 
94 I develop this idea in response to a paper by Cory Holding delivered at the 2015 meeting of the International 
Society for the History of Rhetoric, held in Tübingen, Germany. 
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The array of images called up by this search is fascinating.  There is an unusually tight fit 

between the key phrase and the images retrieved.  At the same time, there is a great variety in the 

results, very little basic repetition.  This is the iconography of a political movement, and already 

the gesture itself has a kind of Warburgian polarity to it.  Just as the “Justice of Trajan” is the 

inversion of murder into a plea for justice and just as the “Continence of Scipio” is the 

redescription of a rape that was into a rape that wasn’t, so “Hands Up, Don’t Shoot” is the 

transformation of surrender into accusation.  The gesture is a quotation: in raising one’s hands, 

one is not actually performing the “gesture act” of surrendering.  Instead, one is reenacting the 

scene (apocryphal or not) of a surrender that was not accepted, and one is reenacting that scene 

in order to interpellate the organization that did not accept this original surrender.  Actually, 

“accusation” is too monotone, because, wandering through these search results, one encounters a 

diversity of gesture groupings.  The image-group has its subforms (the placard, the poster, the 

tee-shirt, the icon, the silhouette, the cartoon, the march), it collates a variety of gesture acts (the 

individuating gesture, the solidarity gesture, the generalizing anonymous-masked gesture, the 

indirect televised gesture, the massed “fellow-feeling” synchronization gesture), and it accretes a 

number of quite different stations (the homage salute, the “hands-aloft-praise-the-lord” variant, 

the MLK visual homonym, the celebrity protest meme, high-art adaptations, the 

PantsUPDontLOOT hashtag, and the angle from which one sees the “other side of the gesture”—

namely, the party to whom one is “surrendering” together with its body-form responses).  There 

is no single gesture here.  There is instead a range of relationships and performances.  Imagined 

inhabitation of the various stances pictured here (which is not the same thing as “empathy”) is 

the beginning of eloquence.  It surrounds the moment of the gesture with many potential 

proximities, alliances, responses, tensions, and denials. 
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By way of conclusion, I restate the principal claims of this article with as much 

explicitness as possible: 

1. The discipline of art history and the subdiscipline of visual rhetoric are both thriving 

enterprises, but they are less aware of each other than they might be. 

2. It is helpful to route interest in the intersection of these two scholarly domains 

through the figure of Aby Warburg, because, in addition to being a crucial voice in 

the formation of both art history and art theory in the twentieth century, he was also 

someone working in a particular kind of rhetorical tradition. 

3. If we look more closely at the Warburg case, we find that his most original 

contribution to rhetorical theory is rooted in the theory and practice of magnanimitas. 

4. The concept of magnanimitas transforms the image-tables in Warburg’s magnum 

opus, the Bilderatlas Mnemosyne, into a kind of gymnasium for the visual-motive 

soul. 

5. We understand the full ramifications of Warburg’s continuation of rhetoric only if we 

situate his term, “magnanimity,” in the midst of an epitome of the art/rhetoric 

theoretical nexus. 

6. If we want to understand the Warburgian position, we must be ready to use it, and 

one way to get ready is to confect maxims out of the points of common concern 

shared by Warburg and the most provocative work in these fields. 

7. Despite the depth of this dive into intellectual history, there is good reason to suspect 

that these ideas are alive in both the most recent technological developments and the 

most contemporary political problems. 

 


