
 

Compact Course:  

“The Landscape of Meaning: the importance of visualizing data 
to understand the diffusion and transformation of signs and 
ideas”  
Lecturer: 

Dr. Pedro Germano Leal 
Date:  

Compact Course, 30.10.2015 14:00-18:00;  
31.10.2015 10:00-18:00;  
06.11.2015 14:00-18:00;  
07.11.2015 10:00-18:00, LS1 – R.205 

Note: 
BA- and MA-students will be rewarded for their active participation with ECTS equivalent to one “Übung, 2 
SWS” by the Institute of Art History, University Kiel (A5; C3; I3) 

Content: 
The objective of this course is to explore the diffusion of signs and ideas, and the ways in which the outcomes 
of this study can be visualized. Very often, researchers in Art History, Anthropology, Semiotics, Archeology and 
others fields have to “track” the transmission – and transformation – of a cultural feature (such as an image or 
an object) throughout time and space. However, this task can often become a challenge, because it might be 
difficult to keep up with the different paths that a diffusion can take. 

Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas is an extraordinary example of the difficulties involved: his project consisted 
of creating a picture atlas illustrating the permanence of certain concepts in the history of art and society. The 
way he found to do so was creating 40 black panels covered with nearly a thousand pictures, arranged in 
different themes. This complex visual encyclopedia showing the “afterlife of antiquity” (in Warburg’s words) 
was left unfinished, and its original medium (large panels) are not particularly accessible. The notes that he 
wrote to accompany the images were also left uncompleted. Despite its undisputable merits, one may 
consider that images do not always belong to a single category or theme, they may spread beyond 
geographical barriers and change their appearance and/or meaning – organizing this process through physical 
panels can be an almost impossible endeavor. 

At the same time, presenting this kind of information in a book format is also difficult. Although the succession 
of pages favors a linear (chronological) approach to the process of transmission of images, if these cultural 
traits are diffused in different cultures at the same time, the researcher has to make a difficult decision 
between two basic approaches: a geographical one (giving a full timeline for the process of transmission in 
each culture studied) or a timeline-based one (giving an account of the development of the diffusion that 
occurred more or less simultaneously in different cultures). In either case, a question remains: how to 
organize the information gathered? How to visualize the whole phenomenon? How to decide what will be the 
best way to present it? 

In this course we will discuss some theoretical background for the diffusion and change of cultural features 
such as symbols, art motives, writing systems. In the second part, participants will produce a collaborative 
map and/or timeline illustrating the transmissions studied in the course using accessible digital tools (such as 
Google Maps). Results will be revised and a presentation-reader will be produced on the second weekend. The 



participants will be examined through an oral presentation, the contribution to the reader and their 
contribution to the map. 

 

Eligible Topics for short presentations: 

 1. The Transmission of a Code: The Alphabet. Trace the history of our writing system from Ancient Egypt to 
Rome; 

 2. The Transmission of a Code: Hieroglyphs. Trace the transmission of hieroglyphs from Egypt to the 
Renaissance; 

 3. The Transmission of a Code: Free topic. Chose a “code” and trace its development throughout space and 
time; 

 4. The Transmission of an Image: Ouroboros. What did the figure of an ouroboros (the serpent biting its tail) 
meant through history? 

 5. The Transmission of an Image: Free Topic 1. Explore the diffusion of a particular image, studying if its 
meaning changed in this process; 

 6. The Transmission of an Image: Free Topic 2; 
 7. The Landscape of a Concept: Time. How the idea of time was represented in different historical moments 

or places? 
 8. The Landscape of a Concept: Free Topic 1. Chose an idea and show the different ways it was represented 

throughout time; 
 9. The Landscape of a Concept: Free Topic 2. 
 10. The Transmission of an Art Motif: Free Topic 1; 
 11. The Transmission of an Art Motif: Free Topic 2; 
 12. Database: Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas: challenges and achievements (discuss one of the panels and 

attempt to include its images within the collaborative map); 
 13. Database: PESSCA (Project on the Engraved Sources of Spanish Colonial Art): challenges and 

achievements (choose 1-5 print sources and trace their applications in Spanish Colonial Art); 
 14. Database: Free Topic. Explore a pre-existing database and include at least five occurrences in the map. 

Final lecture: The Landscape of Meaning, based on the collaborative map. 
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Tools:  
 Google Maps, Prezi, Chronozoom, etc. 
 

 Databases: 
Emblematica Online, PESSCA, Google Images, etc. 
 

Website for the Course: 
www.iconologia.info/thelandscapeofmeaning  

 

http://www.iconologia.info/thelandscapeofmeaning

