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Two Atlases
Or the Art of Knowledgeably Grounding History.

 
   As one investigates the work of German photographers 
Bernd and Hilla Becher one is inevitably struck, wether with 
joy or repulsion, by the enormous and endless photographic 
catalogue of industrial plants. Yet one must be precise on 
the word catalogue. To constitute a collection of images that 
appear as the recording of physical buildings isn’t a detached 
or innocent move and it never comes, even though the Becher 
themselves said it would, without an opinion. This is what 
Didi-Huberman argues when he says: To take knowledge of, is 
to take position on. Didi-Huberman continues by defending the 
idea of the Atlas as the collection (or archive) that exists for the 
argument it frames. I would argue, although the Becher never 
did, that their Typology Series is a constructed atlas as much as 
Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyn is. However, it is obvious that the 
translations (from event to artefact) used by both are crucially 
different, this is what this essay seeks to investigate.

To Read What Was Never Written.
   When Aby Warburg constructed his first plate in 1925 
he started a trend that will become, in various forms and 
disciplines, a crucial and influential way of looking at both 
the world, as in historical events, and the representation of 
that world, as in photographs. The various ways of montaging 
an atlas always share the same acceptance of impurity and 
unfinishness, yet tackle different moments of our society. 
Looking at both Warburg’s intense look at the past and the 
Becher’s meticulous recording of the present one must “Take 
Knowledge” of their techniques, continuities and discontinuities 
in order to understand the relevance of such a tool. After what 
one will learn from Didi-Huberman and “Take Position” on 
both Atlases, which means that as an architect one might try to 
find breaches in their work that inform the discipline. I would 
argue that such a gap can be found in the background (I mean 
the literal element on which the pictures sit) of both Mnemosyn 
and the Typologies, in a way I will apply the classical and 
architectural Figure/Ground issue on their work. Not only 
it finds relevance because the way they both dealt with the 
physical form of the plates (black on white and vice versa) is 
deeply link to the way an architect deals with the city but it 
also reveals a weakness shared by Warburg and the Becher. 
Weakness would be understood here in a Hubermanian and 
Warburgian way, that is to say as deeply part of the process of 
montaging and highly welcomed. I will therefore embrace this 
opening and question the way by which both Warburg and the 
Becher have been dealing with Figures (photographs) to be 
placed on a Ground, yet, always leaving the Ground as abstract 
as possible (white or black). I will look for a ground that is 
being modelled, both theoretically and physically. Lastly, and 
logically, I will question the relevance of the frame as a tool, 
opening the debate of the Tableau Form (Becher) and the Table 
Form (Warburg).

“An Atlas is hardly made of pages in the usual sense of the 
term, but rather of tables, of plates on which images are 

arranged, plates that we consult with a precise goal in mind, 
or that we leaf through at leisure, letting our will to knowledge 

wander from image to image and from plate to plate.”
   George Didi-Huberman



The Space of Organisation.
   Our understanding of History is heavily based on a set of 
mediums that translate actual events into usable artefacts, such 
as books and images. The act of translating our past into a 
physical device has shaped the ways we relate to and question 
our ancestors’ legacy. Yet, one should also understand that they 
are many ways in doing this translation, an obvious one being 
the written words of a historical book that sits in a library, that 
is what we should call the Archive of our past. Another way of 
gathering information, the Atlas, consist of a montage technique 
that forces both the creator of the artefact and its viewer to take 
position on what they are manipulating. This is something Aby 
Warburg has perfectly done with his Mnemosyn Atlas in 1925, 
and that the Becher also created, from the sixties onward, with 
their Typologies of factories.
   This question of organising a collection should be understood 
on two levels. On the one hand the collector must ask himself 
(and therefore the world) a question, he needs a quest (subject) 
so to speak. On the other hand he must also define a technique 
for collecting the knowledge, a modus operandi. These two 
decisions will define what type of knowledge one seeks to 
generate and how one wants to tackle his past.
   Aby Warburg’s question is certainly difficult to find, first 
because he only worked on the Atlas for 3 years (his death in 
1929 left the work unfinished) and secondly because it was 
an highly personal process. Yet there is a clue to be found in 
his phototheque. Indeed, at his institute, Warburg’s collection 
of Images only counted around a thousand pieces at the time, 
which in the short history of photography is almost nothing. Yet 
Warburg managed to built 68 plates, each dealing with subjects 
as diverse as War, Renaissance Art or the study of unknown 
communities. This quest for a concrete truthness (something 
Brecht was also interested in) about the world with only a few 
images shows Warburg’s intention to find what we call today 
an Iconology of Art, a discipline that will later be theorised 
by his pupil Erwin Panofsky, and that seeks to find the hidden 
meanings behind representations through the “reading of what 
we see” rather than the simple looking at what we see. This is 
beautifully expressed by the rather unexpected and humorous 
starting point of his Mnemosyn Atlas, four pictures of a pig’s 
stomach. Aby Warburg believed he could start the History 
of the World with a stomach, there is no doubt that that must 
constitute the best evidence of his (unreachable) goal. Having 
a subject matter and a quest Warburg then defined a technique 
to display his systems of secret linkages, he developed a device 
(a black board) on which he arranged the pictures, leaving gaps 
of varying sizes and mixing photographs of different times, 
scales and subjects. To name these plates under the name of 
Atlas is obviously not a minor decision, and it should be looked 
at precisely. The Atlas is ruled by three main principles that 
Warburg consciously argued in favour of and used to serve his 
quest. First, the Atlas isn’t sequential, as it presents plates that 
can be viewed in any order at any time, secondly, it presents a 
knowledgeable way of looking at the world, that is to say 
that (for example with a geographical atlas)

“To take knowledge of,
is to take position on.”  

Didi-Huberman

“But as soon as you have succeeded, after minutes of trial and 
error, or after a prodigious half second flash of inspiration, 
in fitting it into one of its neighbours, the piece disappears, 

ceases to exist as a piece.”
George Perec



“Brecht’s working journal attaches itself to a network of links 
hidden behind historical events. 

This is due to the fact that, whatever happens, there is always 
another reality behind the one we describe.”

 Didi-Huberman

the creator has to very physically take position and decide 
what to present and how to represent it, and lastly, the Atlas is 
purposeless in that its finite form and plates don’t exist outside 
their contiguous (not continuous) qualities, this means that the 
meaning of the atlas (of any kind, anatomy, geography, etc) 
resides in the set of plates and the intrinsic linkages they have 
between them. A map of London only finds it’s (full) meaning 
once placed next to a map of England, a map of the English 
Empire in the 17th century and a globe map.
I therefore would argue that Aby Warburg very much had a 
archeologist approach to the past, constantly digging through 
our heritage in an endless quest for the real story of the land 
rather than the ideological history of landscape.
   The latter position on landscape would suit the Becher’s way 
of dealing with their built environment quite well as they must 
be understood as nostalgic scientists trying to catalogue the 
industrial world. If Warburg’s atlas had a short live and an open 
ended task, the Becher have a very long oeuvre with a very 
precise and controlled quest. Indeed, the German photographs 
have been photographing their Typologies for the past 50 years 
and they have never changed their method since they first 
used it in 1959. They have therefore collected an impressive 
catalogue of industrial plants, always photographed so it would 
isolate the object from its context (no sun, no shadows, no 
nature and no people) and remove its sense of scale (they have 
always framed objects to fit to the edge of the reel whatever 
the original size). These set of formal decisions inform us, like 
Warburg’s minimal phototheque did, of the question being asked 
by the Becher, which has to do with the essence of forms being 
used in anonymous industrial plants. They seek to investigate 
the typological differences of vanishing structures throughout 
Europe and the United States of America. They also explicitly 
named their first published book Anonymous Sculpture (the 
Typology title was used later), which I think is also an essential 
part of Warburg’s plates, they both believed, as Paul Valery once 
said, that to see was to forget the names of the things one sees. 
Not only this is beautifully said but it’s crucial to understand 
that both Warburg and the Bercher saw in the photographic 
prints the possibility for art history to find it’s new ground 
where it’s movement became internalized, designing not a 
body’s displacement in space but its transfer into the universe of 
representation, where it acquired a lasting visibility.  
   This ever lasting visibility is precisely what the Becher tried 
to achieve with their collection, they wanted to present to 
the next generations the forms of an industrial past. To do so 
they developed series of frames that would create the same 
effects as Warburg’s black plates, that is the creation of a 
ground (gaps) between a selection of objects, therefore making 
visible the unreal part of reality. We must here distinguish the 
very theatrical way of presentation used by the Becher versus 
Warburg’s much more experimental and almost egoistic way 
of doing the work (it wasn’t suppose to be exhibited, except 
in a few lectures he gave). This makes a difference beyond 
the simple formal aspects of their work, it also shows the very 
subjectivity of presenting knowledge. 



Re-writing History
   Didi-Huberman, an expert on Warburg, started his book series 
called “The eye of history, 1. When images take position” 
with the very powerful seven words To take knowledge is to 
take position. I think that by understanding how the Becher 
and Warburg have organised their elements we are taking 
knowledge, what is missing now is to take position, to argue 
for a type of knowledge. To do so I would say that we can learn 
from Brecht’s principle of distanciation, which is to step back a 
little from the work, both physically and intellectually. Not only 
it will change our perception of the atlases but it also allows 
for other actors and discipline to come into play, that is to say it 
widens the scope of our knowledgeable way of looking at them.
   In that respect I would like to use Daniel Purdy’s concept as 
a starting point for our re-written history. He once wrote that 
buildings, although they are often taken as monumental units, 
they have different versions of themselves; the material structure 
left standing by history, and the architectural designs that 
preceded it. Not only I would easily agree with this but I would 
actually had another third life to buildings, one that is I think 
most perfectly explemplified by Mies van der Rohe’s career, 
that is the Image of a building. Not only Mies was the 
pre-photoshop master but he also understood that the montaging 
of past events (for example his Barcelona Pavilion) can 
insufflate a new existence to artefacts, an existence that removes 
itself from the direct implications of a context, scale, political 
situation but rather embraces the notion of architecture as an 
endless questionnaire of similar “problems” being asked over 
and over again. To read this at a more theoretical level would be 
to use Alexandre Negel’s terminology of the 
After-Life (or in Mies’s case the After-Image) of an art piece. 
   The after-life of objects is exactly what both Warburg 
and the Becher are after, like Mies with photographs of the 
Barcelona Pavilion they have been manipulating given objects 
in order to create a new knowledge. However, as in any human 
created concept, knowledge isn’t universal and is constructed 
in a subjective realm (political, sociological, economical, 
personal, etc). This means that the two atlases we are looking at 
generated, although having the same goal, two different types of 
history. One objective, the other subjective.
   The Becher are obviously known as the Objective 
photographers and rightfully so. However I think that what is 
important isn’t so much the fact that it’s objective but that the 
work is Object driven. This means that the Becher are looking 
for the essence of each and every factory they photographed, 
they want to find the authenticity Walter Benjamin defined as 
the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning. How 
much of the form do they need to capture for the factory to 
be authentic? That is the question they are asking the camera, 
and once they have capture that essence (the cold, black and 
white, flat, shadow less object) they move to the next step of 
organising them in grids of typologies. The have a knowledge 
working inside out, from the particularity of the singular 
building to its positioning in a grid to its archiving in an endless 
collection.

“What is behind an event is a network of linkages, 
a vast moving territory, 

a open air labyrinth made of detours and thresholds.”
 Didi-Huberman

“The absolutely new would be incomprehensible. Rather, the 
work restages the given and creates an impression of novelty.”

A. Nagel



   The other subjective category is naturally embodied by 
Warburg’s Mnemosyn Atlas. But, as for the Becher, subjectivity 
isn’t the key to Warburg re-written History, but very much the 
idea of subject. Indeed, I would argue that Warburg, rather than 
the authenticity sought by the Becher, believes that images are 
far stronger in rendering the reality of our past than any words, 
this is what Foucault expressed (about Magritte) when he said 
that words would draw me less adequately than I represent 
myself. This sits in opposition to the Becher’s inside-out history 
and is an outside-in one. It implies that the essence of the 
subject treated by Warburg will be built up as the plate is being 
built, the subject (rather anonymously) sees his new frame being 
constructed (with other images) around him, and that is what 
will turn it into a so called Object of History. 
   These two re-written history could be understood as the 
confrontation, or dialectic, of Iconography (the Becher) and 
Iconology (Warburg). The photographers start of with the very 
physicality of the objects, their iconographic quality, what we 
see of them, and arrange them into an endless grid in other to 
had an iconologic layer upon them, to read the gaps created 
by the frames. On the other hand, Warburg, as an historian, 
works backwards, he started of arranging the pictures for their 
iconological strength, what he could read into them, and built 
a plate to make us aware of the iconographic force of the gaps 
(and consequently of the images). He created an iconography of 
blackness embodied by the black board of his plates.
   These two atlases offer us a wonderful and endless carousel 
oscillating between an iconographical analysis and an 
iconological interpretations.

The Space of Failure
   Now that we have a knowledge and a position it is important 
that we don’t leave them as such (meaning static), because 
that would be refusing the heritage left by both the Becher and 
Warburg. Indeed, they argued for the constant re-organisation 
of their collected body of images, therefore creating new links 
and stories. I would argue that, certainly due to time laps 
between their pieces, we are facing very paradoxical atlases. 
On the one hand we all have the knowledge explained above 
(and it will always be valid), but on the other hand we have 
our unexperienced look at these oeuvres, and that is precisely 
when it all falls apart, that is what I see as the new linkages 
and what renders obsolete the possibility for these two atlases 
to be completed. There is no need to explain here why this is 
a good thing, but it is. However, what needs to be said is how 
the Becher’s extreme objectivity inevitably leads to subjectivity 
and how Warburg’s Mnemosyn Atlas incompleteness tends to a 
finite form. 
In other words it is simply by exhausting the collection of 
factories that the Becher’s oeuvre starts to loose it’s framing, 
the absurd amount renders impossible for anyone to grasp the 
meaning of the collection. Because they have set there modus 
operandi as a X,Y table (like scientists) their work often falls as 
an incomprehensible cabinet of beautiful aliens. 

“Where nothing is at its place, it’s disorder.
When, at the desired position, there is nothing, it’s order”

 Bertol Brecht



They have lost the very thing they always argued in favour of, 
pure Objectivism.
As for Warburg’s failure point, I think it resides it the deeply 
intellectual process one might need to access the (entire) 
meaning of the plates, that is very much what iconology 
requires, a strong common base of knowledge. To put it simply I 
would say that, today, in our image based world, we (me in first 
position) see the Mnemosyn atlas as a beautiful end product of a 
strong intellectual, taking each plate as a given, where actually 
there were only in place for the time of the picture, after which 
Warburg would act on them again. But, as I said, to misread 
Warburg must, if not unable us to understand him, to understand 
something about our way of decoding history.

Impurity Please
To conclude I would say that both atlases were built to collect 
a part of our past and to leave it as a legacy to the future. They 
were also built with a very specific rule, that is to emphasize 
on the gaps and link between images rather than the images 
themselves. But, as we’ve noticed above, one shouldn’t look 
at the Becher for what they want us to see, one should find the 
weaknesses of their enormous catalogue, and these “failures” 
will expose another reality, that is to say we need to look for 
the Warburgian side of the Becher and at the other end of the 
spectrum we should find the Becherian version of Warburg. 
This will form new and hidden atlases that sit in between 
the existing, it will construct a frame very similar to the one 
argued by Cache, the frame of probabilities, which is the art of 
architects, creating intervals and frames.
I would end by saying that this new atlas constructed between 
the strengths and failures of Warburg and the Becher is the “Any 
Space Whatever” argued by Deleuze in his book Cinema 1. This 
space will force the viewer to “take position” (something we 
have dramatically lost in recent years...). And to take position 
means to construct a ground onto which these Atlases could sit, 
to built what Warburg represented as a black board. The process, 
either physical or mental, of situating these highly charged 
iconological objects will create an invisible objective order as 
much as a new subjective argument.
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