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Towards a Philosophical Anthropology
Cushing in Dialogue with Warburg
Serzenando Alves Vieira Neto

1 | Gotthold August Neeff, Aby Warburg Sitting on a Rock with the Bag of his ‘Buckeye Camera’, North of the Ruins

of Pueblo San Cristóbal, 1896. Source: Warburg Institute Archive.

2 | John K. Hillers, Frank Hamilton Cushing em traje Zuñi, c. 1880-1881. Source: National Anthropological

Archives, Smithsonian Institution.

Aby Warburg’s (1866-1929) journey to the United States, which began on September 5, 1895,

under the pretext of attending his brother Paul’s wedding, soon evolved into a full-fledged in-

tellectual expedition, lasting until May 1896. In Washington, Warburg visited the Smithsonian

Institution and came into contact with its ethnographic research. Driven by a growing interest

in the art and culture of the Pueblo peoples, he continued westward, toward the American

Southwest [Fig. 1]. This experience stands as a paradigmatic episode in Warburg’s engage-

ment with anthropology, revealing how his encounter with Pueblo culture proved decisive for

the formulation of an image theory shaped by anthropological concerns, prompting an expan-

sion that redefined both the scope of his interests and the complexity of his method.
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Within the broad range of issues that emerge from this experience, the present article focuses

on a specific point: Warburg’s engagement with the ethnologist and pioneer of participant ob-

servation, Frank Hamilton Cushing (1857-1900) [Fig. 2]. Although this connection has been

mentioned in the literature, this study aims to offer a more systematic treatment of the topic,

drawing on materials that have received little attention, such as Warburg’s correspondence,

his notes, and the conceptual affinities that emerge between their respective works.

Seeking to reconstruct the intellectual contours of this relationship, without losing sight of the

organic way in which it is embedded within the broader arc of Warburg’s trajectory, this article

aims to examine the conceptual framework that not only explains but also guides his approach

to anthropology. From this perspective, it explores the convergences between symbolic orna-

mentation, mythical thought, and integrated cosmology, as they manifest in both explicit and

implicit exchanges between Warburg and Cushing. Underlying this inquiry is the hypothesis

that Cushing as a figure should be reconsidered not as a peripheral or episodic reference, but

as a decisive element in the development of Aby Warburg’s theoretical thought.

Psychological Aesthetics and the Problem of the Origin of Art: Aby Warburg’s Formative
Horizon Between Art History and Philosophical Anthropology
Since the publication of the first biography by Carl George Heise (Heise [1947] 2005), through

classic works such as those by Ernst Gombrich (Gombrich [1970] 1986) and Bernd Roeck

(Roeck 1997), to more recent biographical contributions (Hönes 2024; Lescourret 2014), the

university education of the young Warburg has been extensively documented and studied. Fig-

ures such as Carl Justi, Jacob Burckhardt, Hubert Janitschek, and Karl Lamprecht frequently

appear as his main points of reference in historical research. In a less orthodox aspect of his

formation as an art historian, particular emphasis is placed on his readings of authors such

as Tito Vignoli and Charles Darwin, through whom Warburg deepened his study of gesture,

mimicry, and the physiological mechanisms of expression.

Warburg’s doctoral dissertation is a product of this intellectual repertoire and marks his first

substantial contribution to Renaissance studies. Focused on the analysis of the mythologi-

cal paintings The Birth of Venus and Primavera, the dissertation engages with historiographic

debates that were well-established at the time and converges toward a broader investigation

into the relationship between painting and poetry in fifteenth-century Florence, reconstructing

the historical process behind Sandro Botticelli’s artistic program. Although concerned with a

problem characteristic of historical erudition, the thesis was developed against a theoretical

background that already pointed to markedly ambitious aims.

Strategic passages of Warburg’s dissertation reveal the theoretical vocation of the young

scholar, which manifests, for instance, in the preliminary note where he acknowledges that

his study of the representation of “accessory forms in motion” contributes to Robert Vischer’s

psychological aesthetics, particularly regarding “an emerging sense of the aesthetic act of

‘empathy’ [Einfühlung] as a determinant of style” (Renewal, 89). This same theoretical im-

pulse resonates in his interpretation of Botticelli’s art as “a compromise between
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anthropomorphic imagination and analogical reflection” (Renewal, 96), and in the four theses

presented at the conclusion of the dissertation (Renewal, 144), which aim to grasp the essen-

tial unity of the artistic phenomenon through the formulation of nomothetic laws, to borrow

Wilhelm Windelband’s terminology. Indeed, Warburg was convinced of the possibility of re-

habilitating aesthetic thought within art history, seeking a reconciliation between empirical

observation and theoretical reflection. In March 1892, he sent Robert Vischer a copy of the

dissertation, accompanied by a letter in which he acknowledged his intellectual debt to the

book On the Optical Sense of Form (Vischer 1873), which enabled him to envision a connec-

tion between art history and aesthetics (letter to Robert Vischer, March 23, 1892, quoted in

Briefe, 1, 101).

The developments stemming from Warburg’s dissertation did not lead him directly to new

Renaissance themes. Before returning to Florence in 1894—where he would encounter the

drawings by Buontalenti that would give rise to his essay on the theatrical costumes for the In-

termedi of 1589—Warburg spent a formative period in Berlin, dedicating himself to the study

of psychology and physiology. This interlude reflects his interest in the emerging advances of

these disciplines, especially the conception of psychology as an experimental, natural science.

During the summer semester of 1892, Warburg attended lectures by Hermann Ebbinghaus,

the German psychologist and pioneer of cognitive research who had studied under Wilhelm

Wundt (Hönes 2024, 53). Furthermore, Warburg may have encountered ethnographic collec-

tions during this first stay in Berlin. Although no direct records support this hypothesis, it

seems unlikely that the initiatives led by Adolf Bastian, then director of the Berlin Ethnological

Museum and a key figure in its expansion, would have escaped his notice.

This entire framework connects to Warburg’s broader interest in questions of philosophical

anthropology, amply documented in his aphorisms, in which one can already discern a holistic

perspective on the study of art and a universalist orientation (GS Ausdruckskunde, 18, 31,

60-61, 82, 119-120). Warburg’s readings, in turn, both reflected and reinforced the wide-

spread fascination at the end of the nineteenth century with so-called “primitive art.” For

instance, his 1890 reading of Gottfried Semper’s text on ornamentation (GS Ausdruckskunde,

50), as well documented by Spyros Papapetros (Papapetros 2010, 310 ff.), introduced him

to an approach that sought to identify, in the specific representations of ornament—whether

among the Indigenous peoples of the North American Plains, the peoples of the South Pacific

islands, the so-called Botocudos of Brazil, or the Aboriginal peoples of Australia (Semper

[1856] 1884, 305-306)—the expression of an artistic principle that would convey, more or

less consciously, a universal cosmic law (Semper [1856] 1884, 310).

Following this line of inquiry, other key examples of late nineteenth-century thought reinforce

the connection between art history, philosophical anthropology, and ethnological studies in

the construction of Warburg’s conceptual architecture. On a more directly documented empiri-

cal level, one may highlight The Beginnings of Artistic Activity by Conrad Fiedler (Fiedler 1887),

a work acquired by Warburg the year it was published (Gombrich [1970] 1986, 78), which pro-
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poses a comprehensive philosophical approach to the origins of art. From a more contextual

perspective, one may cite The Beginnings of Art by Ernst Grosse, as it signals a significant dis-

ciplinary shift by advocating ethnology as an indispensable field for the understanding of art

(Grosse 1894, 19 ff.).

Without intending to explore this discussion in all its complexity, even an outline of its general

contours suffices to underscore the organic place of the American experience within the con-

ceptual architecture of Warburg’s thought. The aim here is merely to indicate elements of his

intellectual formation which, though often overlooked, prove crucial in challenging the notion

of exceptionalism that underpins canonical interpretations, such as Gombrich’s intellectual

biography, which characterizes Warburg’s engagement with anthropology as largely acciden-

tal (Gombrich [1970] 1986, 88). While there is indeed a degree of contingency in Warburg’s

American experience, it seems implausible that his involvement with the intellectual circle

of the Smithsonian and his decision to undertake an extended expedition to the American

Southwest (an area, it should be noted, hardly hospitable for a member of the Hamburg upper

bourgeoisie) occurred without a prior theoretical predisposition.

Methodological Inflections: The Encounter with the Smithsonian Institution and
Conversations on the Symbolism of Ornament
Warburg’s indifference toward the culture and lifestyle of the United States was evident from

the earliest moments of his journey, as evidenced by his correspondence with James Loeb re-

garding the monotonous and uninspiring atmosphere of Chicago (letter from James Loeb to

Aby Warburg, November 21, 1895 [WIA GC/10004]), as well as from later passages, includ-

ing his well-known critique of “the emptiness of the civilization of Eastern America” (Warburg

[1923] [1999] 2004, 301), the very same civilization that destroys “what the natural sciences,

born of myth, so arduously achieve” (Warburg [1923] 1995, 54). It is not surprising, then, that

Warburg spent so little time in the eastern United States. What drew his attention most in

that region was, without a doubt, the Smithsonian Institution, which he visited on October 23,

1895, accompanied by the librarian Cyrus Adler. On that occasion, Warburg first saw Jesse

Walter Fewkes’s collection of pottery: “Adler […] shows me the collection of vases by Dr Fewkes

(the conscious symbolism of ornaments)” (Warburg [1894-1897] 1998, 150).

Fewkes had recently returned from an archaeological expedition to Arizona, bringing with him

a collection of pottery and other archaeological artifacts. His interest in these objects—partic-

ularly in their symbolism and ornamental patterns—prompted Warburg to spend a short period

in Washington to study the most recent publications in the field of ethnology, especially those

focused on material culture, architectural patterns of dwellings, paintings, terracotta vessels,

and ceremonial masks (Cestelli Guidi 1998, 30).

The importance of ceramics for the study of Indigenous symbols, beliefs, and religious prac-

tices was thoroughly explored and emphasized in Fewkes’s research. For him, the ancient

funerary pottery of the peoples who inhabited Sikyatki constituted fundamental evidence for

reconstructing the different phases of their culture and their ancestral myths. Fewkes demon-
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3, 4 | Food bowls with figures of quadrupeds from Sikyatki. Source: Fewkes 1898, 672, 676.

strated that archaic decoration did not follow the principles of realistic representation, but was

essentially symbolic: human figures appeared as exaggerated caricatures, and animals often

belonged to species unknown to naturalists (Fewkes 1898, 657). In addition to the traditional

ornamental motifs commonly found on ceramics, there are numerous examples of mytholog-

ical quadrupeds, unidentifiable reptiles, and regional animals such as the hare, the serpent,

and the antelope [Figg. 3,4].

Warburg’s contact with the material collected by Fewkes seems to have encouraged him to

conceive of ceramics as a promising medium for studying the genesis of symbolic art: what

he would later describe, in 1923, as the characteristically ornamental “treatment of such an-

imals”, in which one observes a decorative stylization of animal forms that leads toward a

“symbolic pictographic writing” (Warburg [1923] 1995, 8).

This fascination with ornamental symbolism and with Fewkes’s pottery collection proved

decisive for the direction of Warburg’s journey. Shortly after beginning his studies at the Smith-

sonian, he wrote to his confidante and future wife, Mary Hertz, about his intention to situate
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the entire question of the genesis of ornament on a broader foundation, one that would in-

clude ethnographic material, and he also noted that he would likely depart the following week

to observe the Pueblo peoples in New Mexico (letter to Mary Hertz, November 8, 1895, quot-

ed in Briefe, 1, 144). Indeed, his growing interest in Pueblo culture and art led him to extend

his stay in the United States, as he felt he could not return to Europe “without having seen the

West and something of the ancient natives” (letter to Charlotte Warburg, November 22, 1895,

quoted in Briefe, 1, 145).

The visit to the Cliff Dwellings ruins was strongly influenced by his reading of the reports of

the Swedish explorer Gustav Nordenskiöld (Nordenskiöld 1893), which document the excava-

tions at the archaeological sites of the Mesa Verde region (Naber 1988, 89-90; Raulff 1998,

64; Raulff [1988] 2011, 93-94; Steinberg 1995, 62). In December 1895, Warburg visited the

site and described it as the “American Pompeii” (letter to Charlotte, Moritz Warburg, and his

siblings, December 14, 1895, quoted in Briefe, 1, 147). The apex of the trip, however, was

undoubtedly his observation of the Hemiskatsinam ceremony in Oraibi, on May 2, 1896. Curi-

ously, the famous Snake Ritual, which would later give its name to the first published version

of his acclaimed 1923 lecture, was never witnessed by Warburg himself. Although Fewkes

had encouraged him to prolong his stay to attend the ceremony, which took place in August,

Warburg chose to return shortly after his experience in Oraibi (Fewkes wrote to Warburg en-

couraging him “by all means to make an effort to see the Snake Dance”: letter to Aby Warburg,

March 21, 1896 [WIA GC/9581]). His knowledge of the Snake Ritual would thus be based

primarily on Fewkes’s reports and on his dialogue with the Mennonite missionary and ethno-

grapher Henry Voth, who was active among the Hopi (especially the letters dated May 14,

1896 (WIA GC/9584), September 14, 1896 [WIA GC/9585], and November 30, 1896 (WIA

GC/9587), in which Henry Voth provides Warburg with information about the Hemiskatsinam

and the Snake Ritual).

Warburg’s interest in religious manifestations and archaeological discoveries was accom-

panied by a notable fascination with the material culture of the Pueblo peoples, which

culminated in the recurrent acquisition of artifacts. Already by mid-January 1896, his plan to

return to Germany with an ethnographic collection was clearly taking shape. In a letter to his

parents, he wrote: “Dear Mama, make room! I’m bringing with me about 50 large Indian pots”

(letter to Charlotte and Moritz Warburg, January 12, 1896, quoted in Briefe, 1, 153). On Feb-

ruary 8, 1896, Warburg recorded in his diary a visit to a local collector in Pasadena, California:

“Incredibly rich collection, but badly sorted and without any mention of provenance. Great

collection of Cliff Dwellings pottery (whether everything is genuine?)” (Warburg [1894-1897]

1998, 153).

In the end, Warburg returned to Germany with a large number of objects, including ceramics,

Katsina dolls, musical instruments, and ceremonial items [1]. This collection, later donated to

the Museum of Ethnology in Hamburg, attests to Warburg’s commitment to assembling ethno-

graphic material for his investigations, not only during his journey to the Americas, but also
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after his return to Europe. This effort is especially evident in his involvement with Berlin’s intel-

lectual circles and in his encounter with Karl von den Steinen, a moment that marks a distinct

chapter in his relationship with nineteenth-century anthropology [2].

Fragments of a Dialogue: Warburg and Cushing
Aby Warburg returned to the Smithsonian one day after his initial visit, guided by Cyrus Adler,

the institution’s librarian. This time, his diary records an encounter with the ethnologist Frank

Hamilton Cushing: “24 Oct. [Smithsonian Institution, Washington]. Lively conversation with

Frank Hamilton Cushing (who looks somewhat drained, stomach ailments) on the meaning

and appropriateness of any ornament” (Warburg [1894-1897] 1998, 150). This note reaffirms

Warburg’s enduring interest in the study of ornament, corroborating the thesis of the organic

continuity of his research program, whether as an art historian concerned with the movement

of drapery in Botticelli, or as a theorist of the image investigating the origins and meanings of

ornamental representation. Moreover, this passage offers valuable evidence concerning Cush-

ing, who would prove strategically important in shaping Warburg’s interpretation of Pueblo art

and culture.

Regrettably, the epistolary material that could enrich our understanding of the dialogue be-

tween Warburg and Cushing is scarce. Although Warburg was known for his meticulous

habit of recording the development of his research and ideas, keeping notes, sketches, and

drafts—and occasionally making copies of his correspondence, a habit that led Edgar Wind

to remark on the “obsessional quirk in Warburg’s over-extravagant habit of preserving all his

superseded drafts and notes” (Wind 1983, 107)—the logistical conditions of his American

travels hindered a more extensive and systematic documentation of his letters. The collection

preserved in the Warburg Institute Archive in London contains only a single letter sent by Cush-

ing to Warburg, dated November 1895, in which the ethnologist requests Warburg’s address,

promises to send letters of recommendation, and expresses regret over having missed him in

Philadelphia:

It is late night and I have but now returned from Philadelphia, hence I write you this hurried line

to make sure of reaching you before your departure for the Southwest, and to suggest that you

give me a prospective address at, say, Santa Fe or Fort Wingate, and the probable dates of your

being at these places. Meanwhile I will write notes of introduction for you at Zuni and in the Moki

country, and when I receive your direction, forward them to the address you give.

My old friends Governor Prince, and Professor Ad. F. Bandelier having left Santa Fe (as well as

others whom I knew there several years ago), I really do not now know anyone personally, who

could help you, or I would gladly send letters to what place also.

I regret exceedingly that you did not wait a day in Philadelphia, for me. I had written that I would be

there on the evening of the fifth novbr, and only the next morning learned that you had preceded

me. Mr. Culin did not show you the Tablets, after all. He regretted this exceedingly, when I asked

him, and said that I had particularly mentioned them to you (letter to Aby Warburg, November 11,

1895 [WIA GC/9577]).
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The content of the letter suggests a possible continuation of the dialogue between the two

scholars. Warburg was in the habit of replying to his correspondents, and it is reasonable to

assume that Cushing did, in fact, send the promised letters of recommendation. However,

there is no concrete evidence to confirm this. Cushing’s correspondence, preserved in the Na-

tional Anthropological Archives, consists largely of communications with his colleagues and

superiors at the Bureau of American Ethnology and does not include records of an exchange

with Warburg [3].

The richest sources for studying the relationship between Aby Warburg and Frank Hamilton

Cushing are found in the so-called “index card boxes” (Zettelkasten). Warburg adopted the

method of filing notes in his research, using these boxes to organize his observations, biblio-

graphic references, and a variety of other materials such as newspaper clippings, hand-drawn

sketches, invitations, and entry tickets to events. Over the course of his academic life, this

material accumulated in at least 104 boxes, some of which have been lost. Today, the War-

burg Institute Archive preserves 96 of them, with the materials related to his stay in the United

States collected in box 40, titled “Americana.”

This particular index card box is especially relevant to understanding Warburg’s “anthropo-

logical project”, as it reflects both the breadth of his intellectual ambitions and the scope of

his bibliographic references. It is divided into sixteen sections that organize the themes of

his interest, revealing a broader project dedicated to the study of the peoples of the Amer-

icas: from the Pueblo of the North American Southwest to the peoples of Central America

and the cultures of the Andes. Cushing’s name appears on several occasions, including

a possible reference to a meeting, “Zus. mit Cushing [together with Cushing]” [WIA III.2.1.

ZK/[40-Americana], 040/020528], and as a recurrent bibliographical reference. Indeed, War-

burg refers to several of Cushing’s essays, such as his text on arrow-making (Cushing 1895

[WIA III.2.1. ZK/[40-Americana], 040.020550]), the study on Pueblo pottery symbolism (Cush-

ing 1886 [WIA III.2.1. ZK/[40-Americana], 040.020555]), his memoir of time spent among the

Zuñi (Cushing 1883a [WIA III.2.1. ZK/[40-Americana], 040.020647]), short reports on Zuñi

mythology (Cushing 1892 [WIA III.2.1. ZK/[40-Americana], 040.020652]), discussions on the

origins of copper objects among the Mound Builders (Cushing 1894 [WIA III.2.1. ZK/[40-Amer-

icana], 040.020659]), and his masterwork on Zuñi creation myths (Cushing 1896 [WIA III.2.1.

ZK/[40-Americana], 040.020660, 040.020661]). Box 40 also preserves some notes specif-

ically related to that work on Zuñi creation [WIA III.2.1. ZK/[40-Americana], 040.020662],

along with occasional mentions of his name [WIA III.2.1. ZK/[40-Americana], 040.020655,

040.020700].

The number of Cushing’s works cited in Warburg’s note cards suggests that he conducted a

broad bibliographic survey, making it unlikely that he read each title in depth. It is more plausi-

ble that he focused on a few specific texts and consulted the others more briefly. In any case,

the references indicate that Warburg followed Cushing’s research closely, demonstrating that

any theoretical affinities between the two were not merely coincidental, but stemmed from
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a genuine interest on Warburg’s part; he was then a young art historian trained Renaissance

studies and beginning to explore new territories of knowledge.

Integrated Cosmology, Mythology, and Serpent Symbolism: Toward Possible Inferences
But how, after all, could Cushing’s research have offered Warburg relevant methodological

insights? What lessons could a young art historian, educated in the tradition of the Renais-

sance, draw from the ethnologist’s vast investigative scope?

At first glance, studies cited in box 40, such as the ethnological analysis of arrow-making

(Cushing 1895), might seem far removed from Warburg’s field of interest. However, a careful

reading of the text, guided by a broader understanding of the methodological principles un-

derlying it, may reveal potential points of convergence. It would not be unwarranted, in this

context, to posit the existence of a shared underlying orientation: one that guides Warburg

in his formulation of nomothetic principles—already present in his early studies on the Re-

naissance and in the complex system he developed to categorize the process he called

“incorporation” (Verleibung) of sensory impressions in the study of Pueblo religiosity (GS

Ausdruckskunde, 145)—and one that guides Cushing in the broader methodological frame-

work that informs The Arrow.

As Cushing makes clear, the study of arrows is not presented as a mere idiosyncratic exercise,

nor as a dogmatic treatment of “isolated phenomena”. Rather, it is conceived as a means of

illustrating “the laws and principles which have governed man’s development under all sorts

of circumstances and in every age and land” (Cushing 1895, 309). Grounded in this theoret-

ical vocation, Cushing draws an explicit connection between the making of arrows and “the

history of man and his culture-growth” (Cushing 1895, 309).

Yet if this approximation remains, to some extent, speculative, a more firmly documented ex-

ample can be retrospectively identified in the lecture delivered by Warburg in Kreuzlingen.

Readers familiar with that essay will recall the passage in which Warburg explicitly evokes a

dialogue with Cushing, in which the ethnologist describes the inner relationship Indigenous

peoples maintain with animals. For these communities, such a relationship completely sub-

verts the anthropocentric logic of human superiority characteristic of European thought:

My initiation into the psychology of the will to animal metamorphosis came, just before my depar-

ture, from Frank Hamilton Cushing, the pioneering and veteran explorer of the Indian psyche. I

found his insights personally overwhelming. This pockmarked man with sparse reddish hair and

of inscrutable age, smoking a cigarette, told me that an Indian once said to him: “Why should

man stand taller than animals? Take a good look at the antelope—she is all running, and runs so

much better than man—or the bear, who is all strength. Men can only do in part what the animal

is, totally” (Warburg [1923] 1995, 19).

Though well known, this episode deserves to be read in more direct dialogue with Cushing’s

own work—particularly Zuñi Breadstuff—in which the same cosmogonic principle evoked by

Warburg resounds with striking clarity. The idea is stated explicitly in the passage on the origin
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of corn: “Men, our children, are poorer than the beasts, their enemies; for each creature has

a special gift of strength or sagacity, while to men has been given only the power of guessing”

(Cushing [1884-1885] 1920, 32).

This conception expresses one of the most decisive lessons Warburg assimilated from his en-

counter with Cushing: the need to shift away from his European intellectual formation toward

a holistic and integrated conception of the cosmos, in which myth, nature, and the practices

of daily life interpenetrate. And it is precisely at this point that the problem—initially seeming

to lie outside the traditional scope of an art historian like Warburg—proves, in fact, to be di-

rectly related to the holistic perspective that informs both his treatment of art and Cushing’s

interpretation of myth.

The strength of this perspective becomes evident when Cushing interweaves nourishment, rit-

ual, and cosmogony, demonstrating that in the Zuñi world, the act of eating—and in particular,

corn, the “seed of the seeds”—is intrinsically connected to cosmic life and sacred forces. Far

from being merely an act, or merely a foodstuff, as Cushing makes clear in his comparison

with the Western tradition [Cushing [1884-1885] 1920, 519 ff.], it is, in Zuñi culture, a nec-

essary and existential function: corn is present in all aspects of daily life, from agriculture to

religion, from mythology to the stories told to children during the winter (Cushing [1884-1885]

1920, 18).

It is reasonable to assume that Warburg may have harbored deep admiration, already in the

1890s, for a work that, through a holistic and organic perspective, offers concrete exam-

ples of a conception of myth as a necessary and spontaneous function of understanding,

an idea with which he became acquainted through readings such as those of Usener (Roeck

1997, 51). In Cushing’s thought, this idea is articulated in his attempt to describe mythology

from an expanded perspective, recognizing folklore and philosophy as its visible results

(Cushing [1884-1885] 1920, 19). This aspect of Cushing’s ethnological-anthropological ap-

proach—which perceives social organization, artistic expression, and religious practice as

interrelated spheres—already contains the seeds of the conception that, in Warburg, would

translate into an anthropological understanding of the image: one that rejects the notion of

the image as an autonomous, aestheticized form, construing it instead as “a biologically nec-

essary product situated between the practices of religion and art” (Warburg [1923] [1999]

2004, 301).

Although this is a reconstruction based on a passage from the Kreuzlingen lecture—and there-

fore marked by a certain post factum effect with regard to the chronology of the source, though

not to the validity of the idea—the absence of Zuñi Breadstuff from the bibliographic notes

compiled by Warburg should not be interpreted as a sign of disinterest, but rather as a conse-

quence of the work’s particular publishing history. Originally released in serialized form with

limited circulation, the work only became more broadly accessible in 1920, when it was reis-

sued in full in the series Indian Notes and Monographs of the Museum of the American Indian

(Cushing [1884-1885] 1920, 7).
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And if this search for intellectual intersections began, paradoxically, with a work absent from

the index card boxes, it can proceed just as productively with one that would undoubtedly have

been among the most relevant to a thinker like Warburg—someone deeply attentive to the

study of religion—this time, a title effectively present in his notes: Outlines of Zuni Creation
Myths [4]. This work, a detailed compilation of Zuñi cosmogonic narratives, offers insight into

the symbolic and ritual structure of this culture, articulating mythology, ceremonial practice,

and social organization in a reconstruction that Cassirer would later describe as “mythico-so-

ciological” (Cassirer [1922] 2003, 26).

But perhaps the most thought-provoking comparison lies precisely in how each of them seeks

to explain the complexity of Pueblo culture. In his reading, Warburg seems to lean toward the

idea of a process of cultural hybridity, in which elements of Spanish colonization and North

American Puritan culture are layered onto originally Indigenous conceptions. This leads him to

ask whether he is dealing with truly autochthonous creations or rather with “hybrid products

assembled from thoughts of South American origin combined with a European supplement?”

(Warburg [1923] [1999] 2004, 304) [5]. Cushing, by contrast, appears to challenge this read-

ing by highlighting the persistence of what he calls the “uncompromisingly paganistic spirit

of these supposedly converted Indians”, which manifests itself in the “unmodified fashion of

their thoughts at the period of their truest apparent allegiance, or at least submission, to the

church” (Cushing 1896, 334). What is at stake here is not a process of cultural layering, but

rather a symbolic continuity; the endurance of Indigenous modes of thought even after their

superficial conversion to Christianity.

From these broader formulations, which highlight both convergences and divergences within a

holistic approach to cultural phenomena, comparative analysis may extend into the more spe-

cific domain of symbolism. In fact, although Warburg’s interest in ornamentation partly stems

from his engagement with Fewkes, it is in Frank Hamilton Cushing’s A Study of Pueblo Pottery
as Illustrative of Zuñi Culture Growth that one finds his most probable and significant source.

In this text, Cushing offers a dense and well-structured description of Pueblo ceramic art,

emphasizing both its geographical and climatic determinants and the complex symbolism em-

bedded in its decorative elements. While engaging with broader theoretical premises—such as

the idea that the “gradual development in ceramic decorations, especially of the symbolic ele-

ment”, is particularly “illustrative of the growth of culture” (Cushing 1886, 506; Cushing cites

as sources the works of Edward B. Tylor, John Lubbock, and Daniel Wilson)—his approach does

not rely on the application of abstract interpretive models. On the contrary, it integrates an

analysis of technical procedures with linguistic inquiry. In exploring the origins of ornamental

motifs among the Pueblo, Cushing proposes a rigorously empirical and historical explanation,

tracing these motifs back to basketry as their original form (Cushing 1886, 487-489) and un-

derstanding their development as the result of a natural sequence of events and technical

transformations (Cushing 1886, 498).
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When it comes to decorative symbolism, Cushing returns to the broader conception of Pueblo

cosmology, showing how technical analysis intertwines with the idea that the vessel is con-

ceived as an entity endowed with its own existence. This process is exemplified in his

description of the ritual act of pottery-making, in which women refer to the vessel as a “Made

Being” and reinforce its ontological status by offering it food before firing, treating it, in effect,

as if it were a living being. This notion of agency is not metaphorical: the vessel is believed to

have a voice (as when it emits a sound while on the fire), and its “soul” is thought to separate

from it when it breaks (Cushing 1886, 510-511).

With Cushing, Warburg was prepared to recognize that the symbolic elements present in ce-

ramics pointed to a broader conception of the cosmos; one that also manifests itself in ritual

and religious expressions. Cushing developed this point even more explicitly in his study of

fetishes, showing that what appears in Warburg’s reflections as a lack of distinction between

subject and object in fact corresponds to an integrated cosmological vision. For Cushing, this

derives directly from the Zuñi perception of a close correlation between humans, gods, and an-

imals, conceiving of a comprehensive and interconnected cosmos in which stars, earth, sea,

plants, animals, and inanimate objects—indeed, all elements and phenomena—belong to “one

great system of all-conscious and interrelated life, in which the degrees of relationship seem

to be determined largely, if not wholly, by the degrees of resemblance” (Cushing 1883b, 9).

From this perspective emerges the organizing principle of Zuñi cosmology, according to which

an organic relationship is established between living beings and the natural phenomena with

which they share the greatest resemblance. More than an ethnographic curiosity, it is rea-

sonable to suppose that the lessons drawn by Cushing played a structural role in Warburg’s

reading of Pueblo cultures, as observed both in his notes for the Kreuzlingen lecture—“the

magical worldview […] is based on the belief in the fluid borders between human, animal,

plant, and mineral” (Warburg [1923] [1999] 2004, 325)—and in excerpts from his scholarly

correspondence: “In primitive man—and as you yourself consistently emphasize—multiplicity

is bound into unity” (letter from Fritz Saxl to Aby Warburg, May 7, 1923 [WIA GC/14431]).

To conclude this section, it is worth highlighting what is perhaps the most evident iconographic

motif to emerge from this intellectual exchange: the symbolism of the serpent. Cushing inter-

prets the figure of the serpent according to the same conceptual framework that shapes the

Zuñi’s integrated view of the cosmos. In this specific case, it is the animal’s movement—its sin-

uous path and its sudden, destructive strike—that links it to the natural phenomenon closest

to it in form and effect: lightning (Cushing 1883b, 9). Once again, Warburg’s later recollections

suggest that his reading of serpent symbolism and the integrated vision of the cosmos, very

likely derived from Cushing, had a decisive influence on his theoretical elaborations. Echoing

the ethnologist’s observations, Warburg identifies in Pueblo culture a close correspondence

between human and animal. In the ritual dances of the Indians at Walpi, he recognizes “a far

more primeval aspect of the magic dance”, in which the “dancers and the live animal form a

magical unity” (Warburg [1923] 1995, 35). What particularly draws his attention is the fact
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5 | Ancient Pueblo “medicine jar”. Source: Cushing 1886, 517.

6 | Modern Moki rain symbol. Source: Cushing 1886, 517.

7 | Serpent as lightning. Reproduction of the floor of an altar in a kiva. Source: Warburg [1923] 1995, 3.

that the serpent is not sacrificed during the ritual but functions as a mediator, responsible

for bringing the rain. For Warburg, the serpent acquires a causal and magical dimension by

assuming the form of lightning: “The serpent in its lightning shape is magically linked to light-

ning” (Warburg [1923] 1995, 10).

The serpent thus appears not only as a cosmological figure, associated with the sky and the

rain cycle, but also as a symbol that moves between religious meaning and artistic expression.

In this context, the study of ceramic vessels regain prominence, as they provide iconographic

support for the representation of lightning (Cushing 1886, 517); a motif that appears both in

the most archaic decorations of ceremonial vessels [Fig. 5], and in modern Hopi symbolism

[Fig. 6], and which also seems to figure in the visual repertoire mobilized by Warburg, particu-

larly in the image of the lightning-serpent depicted on a kiva altar [Fig. 7].

Warburg’s fascination with the animal and his attempt to understand it in its symbolic, artistic,

and ritual function was not merely a belated interest. Already in 1897, the theme appears in

one of his aphorisms, directly tied to what had been the central problem of his early scholarly

work: the representation of movement. Warburg writes:

Wenn das Tierbild als ausgeprägterer und eindeutiger Eigenschaftsträger die causale Zurück-

beziehung von Bewegungsveränderungen erleichtert, so muß die Schlange deshalb besonders

geheimnisvoll wirken, weil hier ein Maximalmaß der Bewegungsmöglichkeit mit einem Minimal-

maß der Angriffsfront bietet.

[If the image of the animal, as a more pronounced and unambiguous bearer of characteristics,

facilitates the causal retroaction of changes in movement, then the serpent must have a particu-

larly mysterious effect, since here we are presented with a maximal degree of movement potential

with a minimal degree of attack front] (GS Ausdruckskunde, 179).

It is worth noting that this observation was made on the very same day Warburg was reflecting

on the psychological processes mediating the relationship between subject and object—meta-

morphosis, symbol, metaphor, and comparison (GS Ausdruckskunde, 178-179)—revealing
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how the concrete example of the serpent is embedded within the broader context of his own

theoretical formulations for the study of the image.

Concluding Remarks
The intellectual trajectory reconstructed in this article has sought to demonstrate the close

correlation between the two scholars’ research. Even before witnessing the Hemiskatsinam

ceremony in Oraibi on May 2, Warburg already believed he had rediscovered the structural

foundations of his own thought. It would not be an exaggeration to suppose that his dialogue

with Frank Hamilton Cushing, a pioneer in the understanding of the soul of the Indian and

the one who conveyed to Warburg the psychology of animal metamorphosis (Warburg [1923]

1995, 19), was one of the main factors that led him, on January 27, 1896, to write: “I believe

I have finally found the expression for my psychological law; something I have been seeking

since 1888” (GS Ausdruckskunde, 145).

It is therefore not surprising that Cushing holds a prominent place in the Kreuzlingen lecture,

a distinction Warburg extended to no other ethnologist. This helps explain why, twenty-eight

years after their first meeting in Washington, while preparing his lecture, Warburg expressed

a sense of urgency to have Cushing’s work at hand, as a letter from Fritz Saxl suggests: “As I

also hope that Cushing’s book is long since in your hands” (letter to Aby Warburg, May 7, 1923

[WIA GC/14431]).

However, it is important to stress that the relationship between Cushing and Warburg was not

one of unmediated theoretical exchange, but rather was shaped by Warburg’s own intellectu-

al project and conceptual filters. As has been shown, there are significant tensions between

the two authors, most notably in their understanding of cultural hybridity and, more decisive-

ly, in the very conceptual apparatus that underpins Warburg’s reflections. These divergences

make it clear that his reading of Cushing is consistently refracted through his own theoretical

assumptions and scholarly priorities.

Since his readings of authors such as Alfred Biese (Biese 1890; GS Ausdruckskunde, 32, 36),

which introduced him to Goethe’s principle that “man never realizes how anthropomorphic he

is” (aphorism 203, Goethe [1809-1829] 1907, 36; Warburg [1923] 2018, 93), Warburg had

been deeply engaged with the problem of anthropomorphism. Ever since his study of Friedrich

Theodor Vischer’s theory of the symbol (Vischer [1887] 1922), he had been predisposed to

conceive the link between image and meaning in terms of a “magical bond” (Wind 1983, 27).

And since his readings of Myth and Science by the Italian philosopher Tito Vignoli [6], Warburg

had been in dialogue with a conceptual framework that understood mythical thought as anal-

ogous to a mechanism of animal psychology, one that attributes life to the surrounding world,

animating what is inanimate (GS Ausdruckskunde, 35-36).

Fundamentally, the tension between subject and object, which for Warburg constitutes a

specific feature of modern thought, is altogether absent in Cushing. This absence reveals pro-
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found divergences in their theoretical frameworks and in the epistemological implications of

their respective approaches.

It follows that only in light of a broader set of references and mediations that one can more

deeply understand paradigmatic passages such as the one from January 1896, in which

Warburg describes the religious manifestations of the Pueblo peoples as a reflection of the

“causal behavior of ‘primitive man’ (that is, incapable of subjective differentiation) toward the

external world” (GS Ausdruckskunde, 145).

In sum, and by way of conclusion, it is worth adding that the discussion presented here has not

sought to offer an entirely new finding [7], but rather to recover and document more system-

atically the relevance of Cushing within Warburg’s thought, suggesting connections that have

thus far remained largely unexplored. It is striking how this relationship, though frequently

mentioned, still tends to occupy a secondary place when compared to the attention granted to

figures such as Franz Boas, despite the notable theoretical divergences that separated them

(Cestelli Guidi 2007, 222-223) [8]. What matters most here, perhaps, is to grasp the broader

trajectory of Warburg’s thought and to situate his work within a moment preceding the anthro-

pological turn marked by Boas’s 1896 critique of the comparative method; one that would go

on to redefine the epistemological foundations of the discipline. In this regard, the aim has

been, above all, to highlight Cushing’s role as an interlocutor, whose writings offered Warburg

not only ethnographic data, but also the possibility of expanding the conceptual boundaries

of his own approach. This, in turn, makes it possible to understand more precisely the fun-

damental ideas that lie at the heart of this relationship; ideas essential to grasping both the

origins and the limits of Aby Warburg’s conceptual thought.

I am grateful to Claudia Wedepohl and Eckart Marchand for their support during my consultation of Aby

Warburg’s correspondence and notes. I also wish to thank Roberto Casazza for his critical reading and

valuable suggestions. This research was funded by the São Paulo Research Foundation (FAPESP), grant

ID 2022/16114-4. Unless otherwise identified, all translations are mine.

Notes

[1] This material was recently exhibited at MARKK in Hamburg, in an exhibition accompanied by a catalog

that brings together critical studies dedicated to Warburg’s American journey and the material legacy of

that experience: see Chávez, Fleckner 2022; see also De Laude 2023.

[2] The letter from Aby Warburg to Henry Voth, dated October 2, 1896, is particularly relevant in this con-

text. Warburg comments on the Berlin ethnographic collection, noting the scarcity of Pueblo artifacts. The

letter also reveals his efforts to mobilize resources for enriching Germany’s ethnographic holdings, indi-

cating an interest not only in acquiring objects but in expanding and enhancing ethnological heritage; cf.

Briefe, 165-166. Warburg’s connection to Berlin’s ethnological circles is analyzed in detail by Horst Bre-

dekamp (Bredekamp 2019).
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[3] I am grateful to Alex Brown, of the National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution, for pro-

viding this information.

[4] As can be inferred from Fritz Saxl’s reading (Saxl [1930] [1957] 2023, 189), both Zuñi Breadstuff
and Outlines of Zuñi Creation Myths constitute the bibliographical basis for Cassirer’s and Warburg’s in-

vestigation into the structural affinity between the Zuñi’s symbolic assignment of cardinal points and the

associative dynamics of astrology.

[5] This passage subsequently reveals a more problematic, objectified perspective, in classifying Pueblo

artistic culture as “contaminated” and, from a philological point of view, as “the most difficult object ima-

ginable” (Warburg [1923] [1999] 2004, 304). This article adopts a comparative analytical effort and does

not aim to detail the critical aspects of Warburg’s approach, already addressed in much greater depth by

other authors (Farago 2006; Freedberg 2004).

[6] Furthermore, through his study of Tito Vignoli’s work, Warburg had already engaged with discussions

on fetishes, anthropomorphism, and the genesis of myth; see Vignoli [1879] 1882, 27-28.

[7] Cushing is usually mentioned only briefly in the literature on Warburg, as in Raulff ([1988] 2011,

91-92), who notes the relevance of Outline of Zuñi Creation Myths. Other brief references appear in

authors of the Warburgian tradition, such as Agamben [1975] 2022, 86; Freedberg 2004, 571; Ghelar-

di 2016, 154; Ghelardi 2021, XXXIII; McEwan [2007] 2023, 63, 66; Naber 1988, 91; Severi 2003, 86,

103; Steinberg 1995, 61, 95, 100. More recent attempts to explore more closely the exchanges between

Warburg and Cushing can be found in Vollgraff 2022, 53 and Wedepohl 2024, 88 ff., whose analysis dra-

ws especially on archival materials and scholarly correspondence.

[8] The complete correspondence between Aby Warburg and Franz Boas has recently been published; see

Penaloza-Patzak; Wedepohl, 2023.
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Abstract

This article investigates the interlocution between Aby Warburg and the ethnologist Frank Hamilton Cu-

shing, with particular focus on their possible points of connection. Rather than claiming a groundbreaking

discovery, it aims to recover and more systematically document Cushing’s relevance within Warburg’s

thought, drawing on underexplored sources as well as an indirect comparison of their respective oeuvres.

The analysis unfolds along three main axes: the formative intersection between Warburg’s psychological

aesthetics and philosophical anthropology; the methodological and conceptual resonances of his encoun-

ter with the Smithsonian Institution and his approximation to the theme of symbolic ornament; and the

possibility of conceptual inferences from a fragmented dialogue between Warburg and Cushing, based on

both documentary traces and analytical parallels. On this basis, the article advances the hypothesis that

Cushing’s influence was not marginal or incidental, but rather instrumental to Warburg’s developing inte-

rest in anthropology, and that he should be seen as Warburg’s principal reference in the field.

keywords | Aby Warburg; Frank Hamilton Cushing; Myth; Cosmology; Art History; Anthropology.
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