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VIRTUAL MATERIALITY: THE INTERSECTION OF ABY WARBURG 
AND GILLES DELEUZE

Summary. The article analyses intersecting points between Aby Warburg’s theory of memory and Gilles 
Deleuze’s concept of virtuality. This study aims to supplement Warburg’s interpretations by Giorgio Agamben, 
Georges Didi-Huberman, Philippe-Alain Michaud, and other scholars who rely on poststructuralist theories. 
These ideas highlight several aspects of the problematic field in contemporary art history, including criticism 
of traditional art research methods and the idea of the dynamism of the artwork. Based on a comparative 
genetic method, Warburg’s theory of memory is examined through Gilles Deleuze’s concept of virtuality, 
which unites the theories of both scholars via the virtual memory concept of Warburg’s contemporary, Henri 
Bergson. The study reveals how the ontological connotations of Warburg’s Pathosformel and Dynamogramm 
are unveiled through Deleuze’s philosophical framework. This approach localises a part of Warburg’s theory 
as a starting point for a poststructuralist-inspired rereading of Warburg’s image theory. It is argued that the 
dynamogram, when adapted through Deleuze’s philosophical concepts, emerges as a material expression of 
memory encompassing the plane of virtuality.

Keywords: Aby Warburg, memory, Henri Bergson, dynamogram, Gilles Deleuze, materiality, virtuality.

INTRODUCTION

Contemporary history of art research and visual 
studies influenced by poststructuralist theories go 
beyond formal research methods and develop new 
approaches based on interdisciplinary insights and 
the critique of epistemology. In the context of post-
structuralism, traditional iconographic and icono-
logical approaches have become insufficient. The 
ideas of Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, Jacques 
Derrida, and other theorists suggest that the mean-
ing of a work or text is fluid and cannot be une-
quivocally defined. For example, such art historical 
movements as the New Art History and the Visual 
Turn, instead of analysing formalistic material, 
delve into the visual structure of the artwork itself, 
incorporating various research methodologies. 
Therefore, the ideas of Aby Warburg, a pioneer of 
iconology, are particularly relevant in contempo-
rary art history discourse as he was one of the first 
to initiate the shift in art history from the formal 
analysis of art research to comparative, cultural art 
studies. Contemporary theorists interpret his ideas 
through philosophical, poststructuralist lenses. His 
ideas are crucial in current discourses on images, 

image culture, and memory technologies. The 
Mnemosyne Atlas inspires memory technology 
researchers, visual system practitioners, and digital 
art history theorists, especially those who use rhi-
zomatic image access systems instead of traditional 
classification. While earlier art historians like 
Erwin Panofsky, Ernst Cassirer, and E. Gombrich 
adhered to traditional Neo-Kantian principles in 
Warburg’s studies, contemporary scholars inter-
pret Warburg’s contributions through poststruc-
turalist, often Deleuzian, perspectives. Influential 
contemporary theorists such as Giorgio Agam-
ben, Georges Didi-Huberman, and Philippe-Alain 
Michaud exemplify this approach. For instance, 
Michaud’s book Warburg and the Image in Motion1 
shows indirect yet clear connections to Deleuze’s 
concept of the Movement-Image (L’image-mou-
vement). Agamben, in his essay “Aby Warburg 
and the Nameless Science”,2 applies the concept 
of the interval, akin to Deleuze’s notion of virtu-
ality. Didi-Huberman, drawing on Deleuzian con-
cepts, identifies the idea of the aesthetics of forces 
in Warburg’s theory, leading to the fluid meaning 
of images in his study The Surviving Image: Phan-
toms of Time and Time of Phantoms: Aby Warburg’s 
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History of Art.3 In these researches Deleuze’s con-
cepts serve as tools to trace the grounds of the 
dynamic essence of images and their rhizomatic 
interactions pertinent in contemporary interdisci-
plinary image studies.

The theme of memory in Warburg’s philosophy 
is an essential concept that enables a consistent 
understanding of the phenomenon of visuality, and 
is pertinent within the context of contemporary art 
theory because it includes anachronism and corre-
lates with the theory of virtual memory as duration 
developed by Henri Bergson, Warburg’s contempo-
rary. This Bergsonian context of Warburg can be 
seen as the primary link to Deleuze’s philosophy, 
where the concept of virtuality is also closely related 
to Bergson’s notion of virtual memory. Thus, this 
concept is seen as a very useful tool for analysing 
Warburg’s theory, through Deleuze’s philosophy 
and it adds additional connotations revealing the 
meaning of Warburg’s concepts in a new way. Vir-
tuality in Deleuze’s philosophical frame is essen-
tially a phenomenon of the past and fundamental 
characteristic of reality, which is formulated in the 
Aristotelian context of the distinction between 
potentiality and actuality. Reality-actuality presup-
poses a tangible and defined plane, while virtuality, 
detached from the Aristotelian meaning of poten-
tiality, is characterised by the immanent categories 
of event and becoming. 

The event as a virtual plain in the philosophy of 
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari has had a strong 
influence on art theory. Their influence functions 
as deterritorialisation of art history as a separa-
tion from the traditional methods of iconography 
and iconology, which embraces the representation 
characteristic of the above-mentioned methods. 
The event (événement), according to G. Chirolla 
and J. F. M. Mosquera, is the reason for this new 
approach in art history as it expresses the sepa-
ration from historical or factual connotations. 
Within art analysis, this concept ushers in a new 
perspective on art history.4 When a historical event 
in Deleuze’s philosophy corresponds to the plane of 
actuality, a non-historical one corresponds to vir-
tuality. In Deleuze’s philosophy, the event is virtual 

and does not reveal the actual moments, but rather 
the active forces, their dynamics and ontological 
depth. 

The subject of this study is the interaction between 
Warburg’s theory of memory and Deleuze’s concept 
of virtuality. Considering the influence of Deleuze’s 
philosophy on art theory and its connections with 
Warburg’s theory on memory, this article aims to 
deepen the existing interpretations of Warburg’s 
ideas inspired by poststructuralist thought. It local-
ises the point in Warburg’s theory that correlates 
with Deleuze’s philosophical themes, which have 
inspired contemporary research on art and visual 
phenomena, particularly focusing on the indeter-
minacy of the meaning of the work of art. The arti-
cle asserts that Warburg’s concept of the dynamo-
gram, reinterpreted through Deleuze’s philosophi-
cal framework emerges as a material manifestation 
of memory that encompasses the plane of virtual-
ity and serves as a foundational starting point for 
contemporary interpretations of Warburg’s theory. 
Based on comparative-genetic method, the arti-
cle delineates its analysis into two stages: firstly, it 
provides the analysis of the concept of virtuality 
and its connecting points in the theories of War-
burg, Bergson, and Deleuze; secondly, Warburg’s 
dynamogram is elucidated as an embodiment of 
virtual substance.

VIRTUALITY AND MEMORY: ABY WARBURG, 
HENRI BERGSON AND GILLES DELEUZE

Art historian Aby Warburg is best known for his 
initiation of the Mnemosyne project, which is con-
sidered innovative and revolutionary because it 
proposes a new methodology for art research. He 
rejects the iconographic practice of the time, which 
was based on periodisation and categorisation by 
plot and genre. Instead of traditional methods, 
Warburg offers an anachronistic and comparativist 
approach to art studies. Its most important exam-
ple is the Mnemosyne Atlas, which Warburg used 
to analyse the repetition and transformation of 
visual motifs in various cultural phenomena.
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Warburg introduced the concept of iconological 
analysis,5 which, unlike the previously applied for-
malistic methods characteristic of the 19th-cen-
tury art historians, included intellectual, cultural, 
and social contexts, emphasising the anthropo-
logical dimensions of the work of art and the fact 
that it contains a certain emotional and intellectual 
energy. This energy is an expression of cultural 
memory, which Warburg mainly explored as the 
repetition of antique motifs in Renaissance art. 
So, the essential element of memory and its func-
tion emphasised in Warburg’s theory is the high-
est point of tension that enables continuity: “The 
faculty of memory activates the mneme of our 
enduring inherited constitution, but its intention 
in doing so is not primarily to protect; rather it 
employs the full force of the person – passionately 
fearful, unsettled by religious mystery (…), just as 
on the other hand science, which records, retains 
and passes on the rhythmic structure in which the 
monsters of our imaginations become the life-lead-
ers that determine our future.”6 Warburg treats 
memory as a tool of culture and artistic creation, 
evoking the highest mental tension that pulsates 
and repeats itself in different periods due to the 
capacity for remembrance. He tried to reveal this 
pulsation by constructing the Mnemosyne Atlas, 
consisting of photographs of various works of art 
mounted on plates, whose central axis and princi-
ple are expressed through the concepts of pathos 
formulas and dynamograms.

For the first time, the concept of pathos formulas 
was introduced in Warburg’s text “Dürer and Ital-
ian Antiquity” (Dürer und die italienische Antike, 
1905). In this work, Warburg examines depic-
tions of the death of Orpheus, including Albrecht 
Dürer’s 1505 sketch and images from the ancient 
period found in vase decoration. Warburg selected 
these pieces to illustrate the influence of ancient 
motifs on the stylistic evolution of Renaissance 
art. According to Warburg, their comparison with 
motifs on the theme of the death of Orpheus in the 
decoration of Greek vases and other works reveals 
that the Greek depiction of emotional gestures had 
a major influence on them. In this context, War-
burg, as far as is known, introduces the concept of 

the pathetic formula for the first time: “Northern 
Italian sketchbook in Lord Rosebery’s collection, 
the Orpheus plate in the Correr collection, a plaque 
in the Berlin Museum, and a drawing (by Giulio 
Romano?) in the Louvre – supply almost identical 
proofs of the vigor with which this archaeologically 
authentic emotive formula [Pathosformel], based 
on an antique Orpheus or Pentheus, had taken root 
in Renaissance artistic circles.”7

Named after the personification of memory, the 
Mnemosyne project revolves around memory as its 
central axis, a concept that resonates closely with 
Bergsonian philosophy in many respects. The link 
between Warburg’s and Bergson’s theories, centred 
on a critique of epistemological methods, is articu-
lated by cultural anthropologist Martha Blassnigg: 
“In a reading of Warburg’s approach from a Berg-
sonian perspective it could be said that the Mne-
mosyne opens up the formalism in art in order to 
get in touch with the underlying vital principles 
and creative energies, which are accessible through 
the timeless pathos formulas that carry the dyna-
mism of its principle.”8 In her analysis of the Mne-
mosyne project, Blassnigg asserts that Warburg’s 
conception of memory, drawn from the theories 
of Richard Semon and Ewald Hering as a system 
of temporal energy storage and transfer, could be 
explained in resonance with Bergson’s notion of 
memory, which views memory as a movement from 
the past to the present. She argues that, for Berg-
son, memory entails the actualisation of a memory 
image, prompted by the tension of consciousness 
toward present perception conditions, as well as 
the imaginations and desires of the remembering 
subject. Blassnigg suggests that Warburg’s mne-
monic method aligns closely with Bergson’s per-
spective, as the Mnemosyne project also anticipates 
a movement from the past toward its reproduction 
through archaic symbols in images.9 Warburg 
analyses the emotional charge contained within 
memory, which evolves and actualises in various 
creative forms, leaving traces (dynamograms) in 
cultural phenomena. 

Meanwhile Deleuze’s philosophical project is also 
closely related to Bergson’s theory and functions as 
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a critical tool against the identity principle estab-
lished in classical philosophy as a model of thought, 
limiting the process of becoming and creation. He 
scrutinises this classical model prevalent in West-
ern metaphysics since Plato, which presupposes the 
function of recognition: “We take as a model the 
process of recognition – in other words, a common 
sense or employment of all the faculties on a sup-
posed same object; we designate error, nothing but 
error, as the enemy to be fought; and we suppose 
that the true concerns solutions – in other words, 
propositions capable of serving as answers.”10 As an 
alternative to this classical line of thought, Deleuze 
embraces a fundamentally different philosophical 
approach, shifting focus from the process of recog-
nition to the method of invention or creativeness. 
Bergson’s intuitive philosophy profoundly influ-
enced the development of this methodological ori-
entation. Therefore, to delve into the significance 
of the concept of virtuality within the framework 
of Warburg’s theory of memory, it is essential to 
commence the analysis by elucidating the concept 
of intuition.

In his book Bergsonism11 (Le Bergsonisme, 1966), 
where themes of memory and virtuality inter-
sect, Deleuze examines intuition as a philosoph-
ical method that enables the expansion of critical 
thought in terms of epistemology and the critique 
of identity. Intuition, according to Deleuze, estab-
lishes a variable that has the ability to unveil the 
presumption or the presupposition of what is 
given. Deleuze interprets Bergsonian intuition as 
the capacity to transcend the boundaries of truth 
and falsity, arguing that the rational framing of 
the question “why is there something rather than 
nothing?” already imposes an answer. A philos-
ophy grounded in intuition offers an alternative 
approach – an experiential and immanent one – 
rather than an external and rational perspective 
on an object: “We go beyond experience, toward 
the conditions of experience (but these are not, in 
the Kantian manner, the conditions of all possible 
experience: They are the conditions of real experi-
ence).”12 

In Immanuel Kant’s philosophical framework, 
the apprehension of reality is posited as inher-
ently unknowable – it is an image created by the 
intellect, and the noumenon, as a thing-in-itself, is 
ungraspable by the intellect. The Bergsonian con-
cept of intuition allows the transcendence of this 
epistemological limit by linking the image of the 
intellect with duration. Contrary to Kant, Bergson 
proposes to understand consciousness in terms of 
time, i.e. as duration, as a qualitative rather than 
a quantitative multiplicity, thus in his philosophy, 
intuition is equated with memory, not with pure 
perception. In this way, in Bergson’s philosophy, 
intuition becomes inseparable from the concept 
of duration, and duration from memory, which 
in both Deleuze’s and Bergson’s philosophies is 
understood as virtual – implying multiplicity in 
the context of qualitative, temporal consciousness. 
It points to the heterogeneity of time, its overlap, 
which is an important element linking, as we will 
see later, the concept of memory in Bergson and 
Warburg’s theories.

In the context of memory mechanisms, Bergson 
introduces the distinction between actuality and 
virtuality. This fundamental principle of memory’s 
operation is examined in his second book, “Matter 
and Memory” (Matière et mémoire, 1896), where 
the functioning of memory is elucidated through 
the metaphor of a cone.13 The area at the base of the 
apex of a cone represents the actual representation. 
The volume of the cone itself represents virtual 
memories, ranging from those nearest to the realm 
of actuality to the most distant ones indicated by 
the cone’s widening. This Bergsonian figure itself 
cannot indicate movement, but it is important to 
emphasise that the mechanism is constantly in 
motion, as memories are multiplying and move-
ment also takes place between images that sud-
denly emerge from the subconscious.

The cone metaphor also illustrates the idea that 
memory as duration and virtuality is essentially 
assigned to the past. However, it is important to 
emphasise that present and past intersect. Deleuze, 
in his analysis of Bergson’s concept of memory, 
argues that the conventional understanding of the 
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past and future as a linear structure is erroneous: 
“We have thus confused Being with being-present. 
Nevertheless, the present is not; rather, it is pure 
becoming, always outside itself. It is not, but it acts. 
Its proper element is not being but the active or the 
useful. The past, on the other hand, has ceased to 
act or to be useful. But it has not ceased to be. Use-
less and inactive, impassive, it IS, in the full sense of 
the word: It is identical with being in itself.”14 

Hence, in Bergson’s philosophy, the past operates 
in the present, while the present is in a perpetual 
state of flux. Memory, conceived as duration, ena-
bles continual transformation and differentiation 
of an object, not in terms of quantity, but quality. 
The concept of duration performs a special func-
tion here that reveals the relevance and significance 
of Bergson’s philosophy – memory, which is con-
tained in the concept of duration, emerges as the 
becoming. Memories are constantly changing as 
they accumulate and assimilate. A future memory 
will already be embedded in an ever-increasing res-
ervoir of memory perceived in this ever-changing 
context.

It is important to point out that the concept of virtu-
ality dissociates the concepts of memory and dura-
tion from the psychological connotation. Memory 
is essentially virtual and therefore cannot be psy-
chologised, even though it refers to the Freudian 
distinction between consciousness and subcon-
sciousness. According to Laura Junutytė, Bergson’s 
and later Deleuze’s understanding of the subcon-
scious alludes to an ontological reality.15 Psycho-
logical significance emerges through the actualis-
ation of virtuality — by bringing memory into the 
present. However, here, memory is conceptualised 
as a virtual space, wherein the times of present and 
past coexist. This is precisely why Deleuze refers to 
time as the deepest paradox of memory, as the past 
is simultaneous with the present.16

Building upon the concepts of virtuality and actu-
ality discussed in Deleuze’s and Bergson’s phi-
losophies, we can now assert that the notion of 
formula suggests not only repetition but also the 
potential for actualisation, signifying recurrence 

in subsequent cultural phenomena. Moreover, the 
implications of Pathosformel enable it to be aligned 
with virtuality as a pre-reflective energy, akin to 
the energy of becoming or duration accumulated 
through experience in Bergson’s philosophy. As 
previously discussed, duration signifies the inher-
ent expanse of experience within the memory con-
cepts of Deleuze and Bergson, serving as one of the 
fundamental categories of virtuality and implying 
a qualitative, rather than quantitative, distinction. 
Consequently, the concept of energy employed in 
Warburg’s theory can be equated with the con-
cepts of duration and virtuality, grounded in the 
principle of immanence. Blassnigg observes that 
Warburg’s principle of montage, which investi-
gates and illustrates the trajectories of associations, 
bears resemblance to Bergson’s concept of cogni-
tive memory processes: “Consistent with Bergson’s 
understanding of movement as the transference of 
an experienced state rather than a moving object 
Warburg transferred movement to an inner prin-
ciple and saw it no longer merely as an external 
force. His method can in this sense be understood 
as constituting a transition from a representation of 
movement, from an embodiment of life in motion 
to the psychology of the interior – a meta-psychol-
ogy for a historical study of the human psyche.”17

The concept of virtuality is used in the context of 
Deleuze’s philosophy to distinguish the pre-reflec-
tive energy operating in memory from the actual-
ised phenomenon that already acquires a psycho-
logical expression. Precisely for this reason, it was 
necessary to emphasise the separation of Deleuze’s 
concept of virtuality from psychological conno-
tations. In Warburg’s theoretical frame this idea 
of pre-reflective and virtual instead of psycholo-
gical energy is strengthened by Georgio Agam-
ben’s insight that the symbol in Warburg’s theory 
belongs to no man’s land, i.e. it is the interval (Zwis-
chenraum) between consciousness and primitive 
reactions, between history as the expression of con-
sciousness and anthropology as the unconscious. 
Agamben contends that this “no man’s land”, 
existing in a state of “between”, is what Warburg 
referred to as the nameless science and underscores 
why Mnemosyne – the mother of the three muses 
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– assumed central importance in Warburg’s the-
ory.18 The symbol mentioned in Agamben’s theory 
correlates with Warburgian concept of dynamo-
gram. It describes the traces of pathetic energy that 
remain in cultural phenomena. These are visual 
and material objects that, based on the concepts of 
pre-reflexivity, immanence and qualitative diffe-
rence, contain the plane of virtuality.

DYNAMOGRAM AS VIRTUAL MATERIALITY 

It can be said that the neologism “dynamogram” 
created by Warburg expresses the most mature 
and complete concept of his image perception. 
As Didi-Huberman observes: “Late in his career 
Warburg himself stated that his entire interdisci-
plinary project – joining art history, history, and 
social psychology (kunstgeschichtlich, historisch 
und sozialpsychologisch) – should eventually yield 
a grand ‘aesthetics of the dynamogram’ (Aesthe-
tik des Dynamogrammes).”19 In Warburg’s context, 
the concepts of Pathosformel and dynamogram are 
parallel. However, the concept of the dynamogram 
appeared only in the late years of the scientist’s life, 
and it deepened the concept of Pathosformel, sup-
plementing it with the function of energy trans-
fer and conversion.20 The dynamogram concept is 
more fundamental in terms of the innovativeness 
of Warburg’s research, since it is the emphasis on 
the transfer function that presupposes an even 
clearer basis for thinking about the dynamism of 
the image and thus deepens the difference from 
traditional formalism-based art research. Chris-
topher D. Johnson notes that: “Some twenty years 
after the essay on Dürer, wrestling with his Bilde-
ratlas, Warburg effectively leaves the iconographic 
path that his successors, Panofsky, Gombrich, and 
Wittkower, will later follow in his name. He chooses 
instead to convert his Pathosformeln into ‘dynamo-
grams’ – metaphors infused with Bacchic, emotive 
energy that also, remarkably, obey the grammar 
of form”.21 When the Pathosformel concept priori-
tises the manifestations of emotional expression in 
art, the dynamogram is more focused on the fact 
of transference, because it contains the concept of 

an engram – the trace – created by the energy of 
movement. 

Despite the fact that the concept of dynamogram 
emerged later, but the idea of the engrams as the 
material traces of the ancient energy were already 
present in Warburg’s earliest works. For example, in 
his dissertation, he identified the moving accesso-
ries (bewegtes Beiwerk) characteristic of the depic-
tion of nymphs: “It is possible to trace, step by step, 
how the artists and their advisers recognized ‘the 
antique’ as a model that demanded an intensifica-
tion of outward movement, and how they turned to 
antique sources whenever accessory forms – those 
of garments and of hair – were to be represented 
in motion”.22 Warburg emphasises that the motifs 
of the moving hair and clothing are tendentious 
in early fifteenth-century painting. He also notes 
that Alberti, in his Libro della pittura, warned art-
ists that they must be careful and attentive when 
depicting a movement in a way that it corresponds 
to the direction of the wind. However, according 
to Warburg, the paintings reveal a compromise 
between anthropological imagination and realis-
tic depiction.23 He points out that the folds in the 
back of the grace on the right can only be created 
with the help of a string, but in the transparent 
material of the garment, no string is visible, there-
fore for this visual effect, the reality is sacrificed. 
Warburg also notices this discrepancy in a painting 
attributed to Botticelli entitled Venus and the Three 
Graces offering to a young girl (1486–1490), which 
depicts three virgins carrying gifts to Giovanna 
degli Albizzi during her wedding day with Lorenzo 
Tornabuoni. Young women’s fluttering folds of 
clothing also seem miraculously unrestrained by 
straps or cords.24 

The relationship of memory as a virtual phenome-
non encounters a contradiction, as Warburg’s the-
ory of memory itself finds its origins in neurophys-
iology. However, the virtual dimension of the con-
cept of the dynamogram is demonstrated through 
the idea of memory as potential energy, adopted 
from Richard Semon. Researcher Claudia Wede-
pohl observes that Warburg first encountered ideas 
from neurophysiology in 1894 while attending 
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lectures by memory studies specialist Hermann 
Ebbinghaus. Furthermore, she posits that Warburg 
was likely to have read Ewald Hering’s “On Mem-
ory as a General Function of Organized Matter” 
(Über das Gedächtnis als eine allgemeine Funktion 
der organisierten Materie, 1870) during that period. 
Wedepohl suggests that it was from Hering that 
Warburg adopted terminology for his theories of 
individual and collective memory. She underscores 
Hering’s assertion that memory must be material, 
as the processes constituting it are subconscious – 
comparable to a certain genotype within the sub-
stance composing nerves.25 Wedepohl highlights 
that Warburg replaces what Hering considers mat-
ter (Materie), namely the substance of the brain 
or nervous system where memory operates, with 
cultural production in his theory. This adjustment 
is evident in another text by Warburg – “Memory 
of Antiquity as a Function of Organised Matter” 
(Erinnerung an die Antike als Funktion der organ-
isirten Materie) – wherein Hering’s terminology 
becomes a tool for Warburg to elucidate the phe-
nomenon of symbol expression or manifestation.26

On the other hand, as one of Warburg’s most impor-
tant conceptions, the dynamogram, finds its origins 
in Richard Semon’s conception of the engram, it is 
one of the reasons to think that Semon’s influence 
was crucial. Agamben notices that it was Gombrich 
who revealed Richard Semon’s influence on War-
burg’s theory and the emergence of his dynamo-
gram concept. Unlike Hering, Semon posited that 
memory is not material, but rather potential energy 
as a quality which is preserved in the engram as an 
imprint and that can be activated under specific 
conditions.27 According to Agamben: The symbol 
and the image play the same role for Warburg as the 
“engram” does in Semon’s conception of the indi-
vidual’s nervous system; they are the crystallisation 
of an energetic charge and an emotional experience 
that survive as an inheritance transmitted by social 
memory and that, like electricity condensed in a 
Leyden jar, become effective only through contact 
with the “selective will” of a particular period. The 
engram, representing the concept of an individual 
nervous system in Semon’s theory, is transformed 
into a symbol and image in Warburg’s theory.28 

Under conditions of heightened tension, it is 
adopted by artists in the form of a dynamogram.29 
Considering the alignment of Warburg’s theory of 
memory with Deleuze’s and Bergson’s concept of 
memory as a virtual phenomenon, it can be argued 
that Semon’s concept, rather than Hering’s, is more 
closely aligned with Warburg’s thinking. A purely 
physical interpretation of memory would neglect 
its dimension of virtuality and immanence, cru-
cial elements in the concept of duration, which 
preserves memory in the form of an prereflective 
pathos. And virtual memory, as a pre-reflective 
quality, as potentiality in a Deleuzien sense, as 
change and energy, enables the significance of a 
material symbol to be elevated to the plane of virtu-
ality, embodying the process of cultural evolution, 
charged with primordial experiences of desire, suf-
fering, or ecstasy.

Georges Didi-Huberman is one of the most influ-
ential contemporary scholars on Warburg, whose 
interpretations are inseparable from the influence 
of Deleuze’s philosophy. His book, The Surviving 
Image: Phantoms of Time and Time of Phantoms: 
Aby Warburg’s History of Art, significantly contrib-
uted to the re-reading of Warburg’s theory and its 
relevance in the context of contemporary history 
of art. Similar to Didi-Huberman’s own approach 
to visual studies, his interpretation of Warburg’s 
theory also reflects the strong influence of Gilles 
Deleuze’s ideas. In the aforementioned book, it is 
noted that Didi-Huberman central focus is on the 
Deleuzian interpretation of Nietzsche’s eternal 
return, which is centred on Warburg’s concept 
of survival. As G. Chirolla and J. F. M. Mosquera 
observe: “For Didi-Huberman, Nietzsche wrote 
about the immanence of plastic force, and Deleuze 
interpreted this as the repetition of difference, but 
it was Warburg who applied superior empiricism 
to art history.”30 In analysing Warburg’s concept 
of the dynamogram, he also draws on Deleuzian 
philosophical ideas, which allow for the ontologi-
sation of this aspect of Warburg’s theory. This is 
evidenced by the fundamentally Deleuzian use of 
the concept of the aesthetics of forces in Warburg’s 
analysis. Didi-Huberman states: “We could say, in 
fact, that Warburg’s dynamogram is an attempt to 
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answer Nietzsche’s call for a psychology, but also 
for an aesthetic of forces and not of meanings.”31 

The interaction between virtuality and materiality 
in the dynamogram reveals itself as a dialectical 
tension. As Warburg states: “The dynamograms of 
ancient art are handed down in a state of maximal 
tension but unpolarized with regard to the passive 
or active energy charge to the responding, imitat-
ing, or remembering artists. It is only the contact 
with the new age that results in polarization. This 
polarization can lead to a radical reversal (inver-
sion) of the meaning they held for classical antiq-
uity.”32 Also: “Polarizing of the energies of images 
coined in the memory stores of ancient art as an 
elemental psychological process.”33 Viewing the 
dynamogram as a dialectical concept through 
Deleuze’s philosophy, or more precisely Deleuze’s 
Nietzschean interpretation as adapted by Didi-Hu-
berman in his analysis of Warburg’s theory, it 
becomes clear that this tension is created by certain 
opposing poles. In Deleuze’s Nietzschean interpre-
tation, these poles are the Dionysian and Apollo-
nian principles. In Warburg’s theory, as Didi-Hu-
berman notes: “Olympian and demonic categories 
of culture”,34 which act within the concept of the 
dynamogram as fundamental components of the 
image, expressing the relationship between form 
and force, as well as spirit and matter.

The concept of virtual materiality could be fur-
ther elucidated by an adaptation of Deleuzian 
Didi-Huberman’s theory of Warburg’s dynamo-
gram by notion of the symptom, specifically the 
material expression of the symptom in an artwork. 
Didi-Huberman referred symptom to a patch (le 
pan), contrasting with the iconographic principle 
of detail. This term is borrowed by Didi-Huberman 
from Marcel Proust’s “In Search of Lost Time” (À 
la recherche du temps perdu,1906–1922), where 
the protagonist, writer Bergotte, contemplates a 
yellow patch in Jan Vermeer’s painting “View of 
Delft” (circa 1661) before his death, disrupting the 
usual logic of the painting. Didi-Huberman links 
the materiality of the artwork – the peculiarity of 
the pigment, the paint stain – with an Aristotelian 
concept of matter – undefined, indicating tension 

and desire, bypassing the representational object.35 
Thus, the patch signifies a material element of the 
artwork yet is infused with Deleuzian virtuality. 
The aesthetic forces unleashed by the materiality of 
an artwork are indeterminate, virtual, yet also gen-
uine. This Didi-Huberman’s example demonstrates 
how Warburg’s concept of the dynamogram, which 
is based on the coexistence of virtuality and mat-
ter, can be adapted. It shows how virtuality, imbued 
with pre-reflective emotions, transcends the plane 
of representation.

CONCLUSIONS

This article aimed to reveal the intersecting points 
between the Warburg’s theory of memory and 
Deleuze’s concept of virtuality, identifying the the 
fundamental structure of visual dynamism rele-
vant in today’s art history discourse. It was found 
that Warburg’s theoretical movement, by which he 
questions the traditional formalist methodology of 
art studies, which operates based on the identifi-
cation of the meaning of a work of art, correlates 
with Deleuze’s philosophical project, by which he 
criticises the concepts of traditional Western meta-
physics, based on the principles of identity and rec-
ognition that suspend the opportunity for becom-
ing and change. The common starting point for 
both scholars in this context the Bergsonian idea 
of ​​virtual memory. In the context of Warburg’s and 
Deleuze’s theories, the most important aspect of 
this virtual memory is anachronism, which empha-
sises the coexistence and constant transformation. 
The ontological connotation of Deleuze’s concept of 
virtuality allows us to conceive Warburg’s Pathos-
formel as pre-reflective energy, thereby detach-
ing his theory from its exclusively psychological 
origin, that confines it to the plane of actuality. 
Meanwhile, in Warburg’s theory, virtual memory 
as pre-reflective energy is revealed as based on the 
non-historical categories, which encompases dura-
tion and becoming.

Despite the neuroscientific (Ewald Hering and 
Richard Semon) origin of Warburg’s idea of ​​
memory, it turns out that it is the concept of a 
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dynamogram that further confirms the ontologi-
cal connotation of Warburg’s idea of ​​memory and 
its closeness to Deleuze’s concept of virtuality. 
The engram from which this concept was derived 
was taken from Semon’s theory, which, unlike his 
predecessor Hering, treated memory as potential 
energy. Therefore, engrams, as a material trace 
in the form of a symbol, and the connotations of 
dynamism converging in the concept of a dynamo-
gram, correspond to the idea of ​​virtual materiality. 
This integration of the concept of virtuality into the 
genesis of Warburg’s theory reveals a structure and 
localises a place that coincides with the problems 
of contemporary art theory discourse and breaks 
away from its traditional methods. These philo-
sophical instruments open the depths of the con-
cept of a work of art as a dynamic entity. The appli-
cation of the plane of virtuality as an ever-chang-
ing plane to Warburg’s theory highlights the fluid-
ity mechanism of the material symbol.
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Didi‑Hubermano, Philippe‘o-Alaino Michaud bei kitų mokslininkų, kurie remiasi poststruktūralistinėmis idėjomis, 
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suponuojančiomis tokius šiuolaikinės meno teorijos probleminio lauko aspektus kaip tradicinių meno tyrimo 
metodų kritika ir kūrinio dinamiškumo idėja. Remiantis palyginamuoju genetiniu metodu, A. Warburgo atmin-
ties teorija analizuojama pasitelkus G. Deleuze’o virtualumo koncepciją, kuri vienija abiejų mokslininkų teorijas 
per A.  Warburgo amžininko Henri Bergsono virtualios atminties koncepciją. Tyrimo eigoje atskleidžiama, kaip 
G.  Deleuze’o filosofemų dėka atsiveria ontologinės A. Warburgo „Pathosformel“ ir „Dynamogramm“ konotaci-
jos. Lokalizuojama A. Warburgo teorijos dalis, kuri tampa atspirties tašku poststruktūralistinių idėjų inspiruotam 
A. Warburgo vaizdo teorijos perskaitymui. Teigiama, jog būtent dinamograma, pritaikant G. Deleuzeo filosofijos 
koncepcijas, atsiskleidžia kaip materiali atminties išraiška, apimanti virtualumo plotmę.

Reikšminiai žodžiai: Aby Warburgas, atmintis, Henri Bergsonas, dinamograma, Gilles’is Deleuze’as, materialumas, 
virtualumas.
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