ICHNOLOGY FOR RICCARDO
Maurizio Ferraris

“There isn’t anything here”
“No, not now, but something was”

Kevin Costner, Dances with wolves.

Impressions

I met Riccardo De Marchi and got to know him really well after a meeting in Turin in 2005
during which he showed me his work, viewing an exhibition by Fontana at the Guggenheim in New
York in the autumn of 2006, and then, in autumn 2007, in his studio, where I saw him at work. It
would be rather lengthy to recount all the impressions which he made upon me. But the main one
was that of an obstinate dedication to the ‘impression’. I do not wish to suggest that De Marchi is an
impressionist, the exact opposite; he does not paint the impressions that the world leaves on his own
soul, he doesn’t paint what he feels, but, precisely the opposite, he traces some impressions (which
are no more his than they are mine or yours, they are universal) on supports, whether metal, stone or
plastic, with ever more refined research.

And I really do not believe that he does it to impress, for there is nothing more alien to De
Marchi than the need to please or the need to surprise, the need to be there or the need to be seen.
No, isolated in his studio which is itself isolated in the Friuli countryside, De Marchi spends his
working days leaving traces, and one has the impression that he does it for himself and for his art,
with a remarkable devotion. I noticed it especially at the Guggenheim when he was gazing at the
works of Fontana, studying the holes, cuts, incisions, the materials, the traces.

In this sense De Marchi, just as Fontana, is both a modern and an ancient artist. His works
can be positioned in a sort of free zone — between the galleries of New York (the huge refurbished
and revamped warehouses and industrial buildings on at least ten streets which I visited, with
Riccardo, two days after the Fontana exhibition) and the cave paintings at Lascaux. And it is for this
reason, for his ascesis and for his extraterritoriality, that I have decided to explain De Marchi in my
own way without offering proper hermeneutics of his work, of his traces (explaining art is always a
little like dissecting frogs, few people are interested and the frog dies) but rather explaining why

traces are so important to the birth of what we call culture and the social world. Recounting, that is,



the motive for which Riccardo, in his dedication to traces and to writing, understands the origin of
the world in which we live not as biological beings, but first and foremost as social ones. Therein

lays the reason for this small treatise on ichnology. But just what is ichnology?

Iyvos

Ixvos, ichnos, is the Greek word for “trace, clue, footprint”, both in a literal sense (“to follow
one’s footprints”, for instance, in Plato’s Phaedrus and Theaetetus), and in a spiritual sense (“trace
of the speeches”, in Aeschylus, Prometheus, 845). Hence the Greek name for Sardinia, Iyvovcca
(Hyknusa or Icnussa), meaning “footprint”, the shape of the island when viewed from above.
Ichneusis is the search for traces, ichneutés is the searcher, ichnéuo is the act of looking for
something (Plato’s Parmenides, 128c¢), and ichnographia is a map or sketch.

“Icnologia” (“Ichnology™) was the title of the last chapter of my Estetica razionale (Rational
aesthetics), which was published eleven years ago, and which Riccardo was patient enough to read -
at the suggestion, I believe, of his friend (and my friend and pupil many years ago in Trieste)
Alessandro Marinelli. With what I believed to be a neologism (I had to be careful not to let others
correct it into ‘iconology’) I developed a general theory of traces or, as I wrote in the sleeve notes,
“An illustration of the way in which (in hieroglyphics, in alphabets, in mnemonics, in the
association of ideas and in geometry) a trace links the blackboard upon which one writes (the mind,
the body or paper) and the blackboard of the world.

A grand design, maybe too grand. Later, I discovered that a scientific discipline exists,
which is called ichnology, and that its objective is the research for traces, trails, footprints, grooves,
tunnels and, in general, every type of trace that provides information on the way of life of
organisms, past and present. In this sense it would be a misunderstanding to consider it a mere
branch of paleontology since as well as paleoichnology, which concerns itself with ancient traces,
neoichnology exists, which is dedicated to recent traces, often capitalizing on the experience
accrued by paleoichnology. The discipline has its roots in the early 1800’s and has undergone an
important and rapid acceleration in the last few years. There are study courses for Ichnology
(usually related to the earth sciences) in Italy as well. ‘Ichnotechs’ exist and the review “Ichnos. An
International journal for plant and animal traces” began its publication four years ago and has now
reached its fifteenth issue. Furthermore, those scientists studying ichnology are called, predictably,
‘Ichnologists’.

Amongst these ichnologists, as I was saying, in his capacity as paleoichnologist and

neoichnologist, we can find, without a doubt, Riccardo. But let us proceed in a more orderly



fashion. With this ichnology dedicated to Riccardo, I would like to demonstrate, first of all, how

traces are important in the building of a social reality; and then I would like to try to explain why.

Inscriptions

When we visit a gallery of ancient art we precisely feel like we are in the middle of ancient
things; this is even more so when we visit a museum or an archaeological site. Those stones, as one
says, are full of history. The same feeling does not occur, however, when we are on the beach.
There everything seems modern, and it is in fact, if we think of Coca-Cola, swimming costumes and
beach umbrellas. But then, looking at the sand, the rocks, the sea, it does not seem as though we are
being confronted with the depths of time. It simply seems as though the umbrellas and sun loungers
are a few years old, that swimming costumes are in fashion or perhaps a little unfashionable (that
means they are last year’s), and that nature is timeless.

This is strange, is it not? That the stones of the ruins in Paestum are old, but those of the
beaches nearby are not. How can this be explained? It cannot depend on the composition of the
stone because, in many cases, the stones are the same. The Dalmatian stone in the Roman
amphitheatre at Pola is exactly the same stone as is found on the nearby coast, where people swim
and sunbathe. So, on what does this distinction depend?

The answer is quite simple. The “ancient” stones, the ruins, have been subjected to an
inscription, they are the remains, the fragments of something which was social and that, precisely
because of this, is now historical. It is not that the other stones are modern; it is simply that they do
not seem to have a history. All well and good you might say, but this is not a great discovery that
nature is quite different from history. There is, however, a way to make even a-historical and extra-
historical stones ancient objects, and it is to subject them to geological investigation and,
specifically, to an ichnological one that would read them, decipher them and actually acknowledge
them as inscriptions; at this point these stones will have an age and a history too. The transition
from nature to history therefore is nothing more than the understanding and acknowledgement of an
inscription. And, reciprocally — this is the proposition that I would like to debate in the next few
pages — it is precisely traces that form the central span of the bridge going from natural objects to
social objects.

I shall explain. The metaphor of the natural world as a book written by God in mathematical
symbols is as old as the world itself, and perhaps this metaphor recurs every time in an episode of
Without A Trace those who had gone missing without leaving a clue are identified thanks to traces

that can be deciphered by new technology. As such, it is most of all a metaphor. But the social



world, on the other hand, is constructed by writing, and not in a metaphorical sense. It is the world
of maps, the world in which bodies are covered in inscriptions for the purpose of beauty, identity,
and rituals. And it is above all the world in which pacts are drawn up, documents are written,
diplomas are awarded, and money is used.

Take the scene of Hamlet's oath. The ghost of Claudius appears on the castle battlements
asking his son for justice, and then he leaves pleading for some sort of record to be kept of the
event: “Adieu, adieu, adieu. Remember me”. Hamlet, one might say, doesn’t need to be asked
twice, and he swears (that is, he produces a social object):

“Remember thee?

Yea, from the table of my memory

I’ll wipe away all trivial records,

All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past

That youth and observation copied there,

Within the book and volume of my brain,

Unmix’d with baser matter. Yes, by heaven!

O most pernicious woman!

O villain, villain, smiling damned villain!

My tables. Meet it is I set it down

That one may smile, and smile, and be a villain --

At least I am sure it may be so in Denmark. [Writes]”

Thus we have the construction of a social object which might be put forward as a law where
Object = Written deed: the social object is the result of a social act which involves at least two
individuals and which has the peculiarity of being written down, on a piece of paper or as a
computer file, or simply recorded in people’s minds. In Hamlet’s time computers didn’t exist, but
he writes his oath down anyway using both the blackboard in his head and the pages of his
notebook. The board in his head will be wiped clean as a tabula rasa, he will erase all that is futile
or book-like, impressions and images, all traces written so far, leaving just one annotation: the order
from his father, his request for vendetta and for justice. Then, to be sure, he takes his notebook and
writes.

You never know, verba volant, scripta manent, and it is essential that the object be fixed,
recorded somewhere, with tracks, otherwise these are simply just that, words in the wind, that will

be scattered and disappear with the ghost.



In the scene from Hamlet we have therefore witnessed the creation of a social object. We are
looking at a great scene which has writing as protagonist. But before the written word, what did one
do? A good question. We should actually ask ourselves if one can speak of “before” the written

word.

Reading

Let’s begin with one piece of evidence. Reading is not a cultural activity, but a natural one,
otherwise (one should notice) writing would never have been born and we would not have learned

to read. Let’s take a series of random signs from those available on a computer:

#8%& B B 4L SHadk 5 B VIN IREYYCQI&(4+

Is there, in truth, a great difference between them? And between these signs and those, for
example, contained within the sentence you are reading now? Or is there something similar about
them, family resemblances? We are mistaken if we believe that writing is a transcription of the
voice, or an imitation of objects, two great naive paradigms with which the birth of writing is
explained. We also make a mistake in thinking that it is more or less a conventional project,
something like a social contract. The fact is that reading is such a complicated function that it would
be absurd to think that humanity could have adapted its brain to reading in just a few millennia.
With a Copernican revolution, on the other hand, one should think that the written word has
responded to characteristics which were already present in the human brain and in that of some
primates.

There are neurons that respond automatically to shapes similar to the ‘T, the ‘Y’ and the
‘L, to superimposed disk shapes, such as the figure ‘8’ and to characters which resemble Chinese
ideograms, and this really means that our brain is predisposed to recognise form.

So, it is not our cerebral cortex that has evolved to recognise letters; it is letters and tracks
which have been selected to adapt as best they can to the characteristics of our primate brain. This

in turn means that tracks respond to a profound need of our minds.

Keeping track



Which need? This one: from the beginning the essential function is to keep track, that is,
both the tracing and the recording together, two operations which can be done in one action. And in
this action one needs to consider how keeping track is, from the very beginning, a demonstration
that our neurons are able to understand tracks (this is like saying they are naturally inclined to
abstraction, to comprehend something with the help of a few indicators) and that, on the other hand,
the capacity to create abstract universes will grow exponentially with the use of traces and of
supports that able to receive them. That is why every time we talk about the origins of writing,
dating always recedes in time.

The first cave painting we have found, for example those at Chauvet, with origins going
back 35,000 years, have drawings which show the ability to recognise figures by means of a simple
outline of the shape, and this from the very beginning of our own species. In short, a few traces are
sufficient to recognise images of Tin Tin or Mickey Mouse, and with even fewer contours one is
able to recognise some expressions, as with our emoticons: ©, ;-), ®. Three dimensions are not
required to give an impression of the figure, neither is a detailed description necessary precisely
because the impression is transmitted by just a few lines. This explains the reason why writing is so
natural for us; quite simply, we possess neurons which are particularly apt in the recognition of
these simple figures.

Which, thinking of it, obliges us to re-examine all the naive traditions of the origins of
writing, those who insist that first there are objects, then their images in hieroglyphics, then traces,
outlines that are a transformation of hieroglyphics, as Warburton believed in the Eighteenth
Century. For him, characters of the alphabet were simply Egyptian hieroglyphics disfigured by
Moses to respect the total ban on images. No, the trace is present at the beginning, even before
pictorial representation. Therefore one needs to understand the trace not as a disfiguration of the
image, but as the origin of the figure. In other words pictography is not the beginning of writing. At
the beginning, there is the trace. Later on, for reasons of simplicity and primitivism, for ease of
communication in certain contexts, one can resort to the pictogram, which however remains heavily

stylized, like the symbol indicating a toilet.

Counting

This mechanism appears in several areas of the world, and the very action of tracing is at the
root of a range of functions in which we can find the origins of society: mathematics, money, the
calendar. Writing, in the sphere of economics, emerges as an indication of possession, thus it

originates from the seal or the mark; these marks have been used since Neolithic times, impressed



on clay tokens, the calculi, and are used as a unit of measurement for goods (oxen, sacks of grain),
so as a type of coinage; these coins are collected in cartridges on which conventional signs were
drawn to indicate quantity and content: and it is this practice that gives birth to cuneiform script,
where tablets are an evolution of the cartridges.

Let’s take a closer look at the story of these calculi for, in this story, there is almost all we
need to understand the genesis and evolution of a society. 10,000 years ago, in Mesopotamia, we
already have some symbols used for accounting: cones, cylinders, spheres, hemispheres,
tetrahedrons, etc. Some represent the unit, others are multiples of the arithmetic bases 10 and 60
(10, 60, 600). After nearly 5000 years of undisputed use, something new intervenes: around 3300
B.C. in Susa, calculi were placed inside cartridges on which the quantity was indicated by signs that
are the ancestors of cuneiform writing. It should be noted that we are dealing here with two
symbolization processes, not with a transition from an object to a sign. This is because the symbols
contained inside the cartridges are no more real or representative than those inscripted on the
cartridge.

A similar event took place in 2000 B.C. South America and it had nothing to do with
arithmetic, but chronology. The Olmech tribe used incisions, glyphs, to indicate units of time, like
days, years, and the cycles. In 600 B.C., the Zapotechs add signs for the dates and for people
associated with those dates. Here the phenomenon of the construction of social reality through
inscriptions is even more evident: after all, if we didn’t keep track of time, time itself would
contract and we would have no indication of the eras we have put behind us. For this reason in
‘Timaeus’ the Egyptians consider the Greeks to be ‘always young’ because, according to the myth
recounted by Plato, regular floods destroyed the Greek archives, the opposite to what happened in
Egypt where everything was recorded and preserved in the temples, providing the Egyptians with
the knowledge of their immense antiquity. And it is simply not to loose track of time that Robinson

keeps a record of it with notches.

Paying

We should note that, in the idea of keeping track, the birth of writing, the development of
mathematics and that of chronology all proceed at equal pace with the progress of the monetary
unit, as a confirmation of the connection that exists between writing and social objects under the
law: Object = written deed. Money, an eminent social object, is right from the beginning an

inscription, contrary to what one might think given that, until a few years ago, the value of certain



currencies was guaranteed in gold, so that in theory whoever presented a banknote at Fort Knox
would receive the equivalent in gold.

In this representation of money, it would seem that first we have a gold coin, with an
intrinsic value which is independent from any inscription that goes with it; and successively appears
a surrogate in worthless metal or paper on which the inscription guarantees the reversibility. We are
forgetting however the case of shells used in place of money, where certainly the possibility of
calculation and therefore of inscription and keeping records definitely prevails over intrinsic value;
and that for example salt, used as an instrument of exchange in Africa, was especially treated to
make it inedible, almost to remove any doubt that it was an inscription, and not “good in itself”. In
short, right from the beginning we are dealing with representations, and with worthless clay, that is
with the most common material available locally. The constancy in the connection between writing,
money and mathematics is not just genetic. A glance at a bank or a computer today, suffices to
realise that nothing has changed since Sumerian times.

It is precisely in this function that writing can contribute to capital mobilization and
optimization, that is to say: to the alienation of property and its transformation into something else.
In a sense, inscripted clay is the base for land mobilization. The birth of commercial economy, and
especially of shareholding, could not have been possible without writing, which, on the other hand,
originates from a document production sphere such as transfer records, title deeds, etc. In other
words the function of money is misunderstood when we assume it to be mainly, if not exclusively,
as a surrogate of barter. As a matter of fact, in the creation of financial resources we are not dealing
with a collective will agreeing that a piece of paper is a coin (pure robinsonade, Marx would have
said), but with a process bearing the characteristics expressed in the law Object = Written deed.

Let’s not forget that barter as such (I give you some sacks of rice, you give me a cow)
doesn’t need to be substituted by money at all. Money doesn't explain a refinement of barter, but
rather the creation of credit. Tom receives three sacks of wheat from Dick, and promises Dick he
will give him a cow tomorrow, as he doesn’t have it with him at the moment; this wording is
formalized in writing (and this already happens in the Late Neolithic): “I owe you”. This is a proto-
cheque, which in turn is at the origin of banknotes. Hence, a little-noticed consequence: the
sequence coins > banknotes is no more fictitious than the sequence gold > money, or word =
writing. Just like we misunderstand the origins of writing when we think of it as an invention
imposed upon us, at one point, for reasons of telecommunication - that is, to speak beyond the reach
of voice, to communicate and not (mainly) to record -, we also misunderstand the origins of money
by considering it a substitute for value, rather than the creation of value. In fact, we have a sequence

that, from the beginning, implies a form of writing which is not guaranteed by any gold-value: 1.



Promise (an act inscripted in the mind of those involved) 2. I owe you = cheque = banknote
(forms of inscription.)

In other words, the central element is not really the possibility of using materials that are
more portable and less perisheable than the goods exchanged during barter, but rather the necessity
of having inscription systems which are more and more powerful in order to create an ever-wider
memory, able to improve the already existing credit mechanisms. The very fact that sea shells were
used before gold coins should make us think: gold is rare, shells are not, and it is gold that is
brought to the same size as a shell, as an object which is both maneageble and small in dimensions
to facilitate — as I mentioned earlier on - enumeration. If it hadn’t been possible to enumerate
tokens, having a material substituting barter would have been totally irrelevant. Writing, keeping
tracks, contracts and agreements precede the act of exchange, they make it possible; and this
circumstance occurs in a sort of hyperbole, that of agreements being used as banknotes. On
conquering a neighbouring territory, the Ashanti took the “books” of the ruler of that territory, for
instance the treaties that the ruler had signed with other sovereigns, and demanded that the treaties
should apply to them as well. We are dealing here, perhaps not surprisingly, with a sort of “bearer
treaties”, not much different from our banknotes.

In short, we have to overturn the idea that in social reality one simply deals with physical
objects, be they pieces of metal or people, that can be instantly transformed into coins or archdukes
by waving a magic wand. In fact, inscription comes first. Metal is not valuable in itself, but only as
a result of a value socially attributed to it, i.e. based on a system of inscriptions and records, just
like it would be bizarre to award someone the title of “archduke”, “inspector”, “professor” or
“policeman” beyond a network of inscriptions where these appointments acquire a meaning. To
realise this in full, try and imagine what an archduke or a policeman would be in an different solar
system, or, simply, try and ask yourself whether an archduke or a policeman who are alone in the
world, in the absence of that system of inscriptions and recognitions that make up the social world,
are still archdukes, or policemen. In short, it is true that the Queen of England is really a queen,
while the queen bee is not; but it is also true that there is a sense in which, in the absence of men
able to award recognitions on the strength of their capacity to keep tracks, there would be a smaller

difference between the Queen of England and the queen bee.

Archiwriting

I would like to come to a first theoretical conclusion from this phenomenology of keeping

tracks in writing, in arithmetics, in chronology and in economy (these are, it should be noted, the



essential elements of any social reality). In the light of what we have observed so far, we can state
that the law Object = Written Deed is ubiquitous in social reality, and it is stated in two ways; a
strong one and a weak one. The strong, or literal, mode has to do with the creation of documents
within an institutional reality. A proper form of writing operates here, even though some idiomatic
elements (such as insignia, or fingerprints) can be found in the documents, which have rather more
to do with traces. There is also a weaker, more extensive mode, that has to do with the construction
of social objects. Here we deal with forms of inscription that are not identified with writing as such,
from marking the territory to learning by heart, to performing rites, which in fact belong to the
sphere of what Derrida defined “archiwriting”, something which, in actual fact, is fully related to
the construction of social objects.

Now, I believe it difficult to deny two solid truisms. The first truism is that man shares with
other animals the willingness to keep tracks, but he shows it in a much higher form because of the
development of his cerebral cortex. The second is that it is just this hypertrophy in keeping tracks
that is at the base of the passage from a natural state, where we generally place animals, to what we
call “culture”, referring it primarily to man. Now, if we recognise these two facts, if we consider
how early in human history a leaning towards rites, inscriptions, engravings, decorations, appears,
and if we consider that what we actually call “history” is something strictly dependant on the
possession of inscriptions (so much so that the passage from prehistory to history is defined simply
by the quantity and quality of the inscriptions available to us), then the notion of “archiwriting”
appears inevitable in describing the construction of social reality. It is a matter of establishing a
continuous line that brings us to culture, and humanity, from nature and animality. This line that
knows no interruptions is provided precisely by the act of keeping track, and is a solid piece of
evidence (of which, actually, we have visible daily experiences with the use of recording aids such
as paper, computers, and mobile phones) and at the same time an explanation of what would
otherwise remain unexplained: the fact that, at one point in human history, writing, documents and
institutions begin to appear. These writings would not exist outside of the sphere of archiwriting.

Archiwriting, therefore, comes before writing. As a matter of fact, we have cases of
structures such as African, Polynesian and American States which, although they did not have
writing, did possess other forms of keeping records. However, we have to consider the sphere of
archiwriting as a field that not only precedes, but also follows writing, and this because it simply
surrounds it: writing — the many writing systems we know — is a mode of archiwriting, a highly
codified mode.

In general, the passage from archiwriting as recording, to writing as inscription in a technical

sense, happens at the moment in which a process of codification begins. When I draw some doodles



that will be interpreted by a psychologist it is archiwriting; when I absent-mindedly write some
random letters on a piece of paper it is writing, even if the intention behind it is not stronger (in fact
it’s weaker, less expressive) than the intention behind the doodles. The relationship between

archiwriting and writing can thus be represented this way:

Archiwriting

Writing

The sphere of archiwriting includes rituality, memory, animal tracks, scientifically
recognisable traces (DNA etc.), biometric devices, idioms. We are dealing with a system intended
to guarantee cultural identity and, I would add, to build social objects, and that includes myths and
rites, laws, proverbs, texts, images, decorations and even entire landscapes, as with the Aboriginal
Australians. In this sphere, under certain circumstances (that for our history include at least three
autonomous breeding grounds: the Middle East, China, Central and South America) some forms of
writings arise, which in turn generate other writings.

However, these forms of writing have been possible because of an archiwriting that can be
not just the recording in the mind of people who verbally stipulate a contract, but a trace that is not
immediately readeable (footprints and tracks from animals that can be recognised by a trained eye,
DNA and other characters traceable by technical devices), and also a non-codified recording (a knot
on a hankerchief, for instance), and, especially, the thousand ways we keep track of daily
experience and of the world around us, ways which are so consubstantial to us that the loss of
memory is something very different from a disabilty of our physical self, and comes to coincide

with a substantial loss of identity.

Tabula rasa

As a matter of fact, the place where we can find more archiwritings than anywhere else is
our own mind, the seat of memory. Having clarified in which sense, in order to have inscriptions it
is not necessary to have a form of writing in the strictest or “literal” term, I would now like to
introduce a second element, a second theoretical reflection. This reflection regards the fact that,
contrary to what we would think, to have inscriptions in one’s brain, like Hamlet did in swearing to
Claudio, is just a way of saying, a metaphor. Or rather, be it a metaphor, it is an inevitable one, a

catachresis bearing with it an interpretation of what the mind is: from Descartes to the modern tests



on neural networks, memory is based on traces in the brain. In fact, we could go even further back.
There is an ancient concurrence between the mind and the track, precisely testified by the recurring,
almost obsessive, image of the mind as a tabula rasa, i.e. as a support suitable for keeping tracks.
This is an image that from Aeschylus travels all the way to Freud and moves on to contemporary
neuroscience, having crossed the entire history of thought.

In recalling this image I am not proposing we should consider the tabula as an empiricist
metaphor, difficult to justify as such, like the theory stating there is nothing innate in man. If only
because, even supposing for the sake of argument that this was true, that everything gets written on
a completely blank space, then at least the tabula, the ability to receive, would be innate - a bit like
that Bergson maxim stating that no habit is inevitable, except for the habit of getting into habits.
No, what I’m really interested in is focusing on the tabula, regardless of the fact that it is rasa or
not. Because this metaphor interprets all of mind’s activities — perception, memory, thought — as
forms of writing. In short, everything has already been written in Plato’s Philebus, and can be found
with minimal variations in the Theaetetus and in the Phaedrus, and again in Aristotle’s On the Soul
and On Memory, and finally in Descartes, Locke, Leibniz.

Thus to Plato, our soul is similar to a book; memory writes speeches in our souls, and errors
occur when our inner scribe departs from the truth. After inscription, a second player intervenes, “A
painter who, after the scribe, draws representations of all things said in our soul”. Aristotle adds: the
soul is the site of forms, and it is, somehow, all the entities that it comes to know. These writing
analogies demonstrate with full evidence what I wrote about archiwriting, or at least I hope they do:
the way in which the mind sees itself is as a writing device, and thinking of a writing system that is
not preceded, followed and surrounded by an archiwriting which is at the base of construction of
social reality, is not much different from imagining that this mode of self-representation of the mind
is purely fortuitous.

In the age of paper and printing, Locke adds: It is a white sheet of paper, without any printed
characters, that is to say, Locke explains, without any idea. This is like saying that ideas are like
printed characters. Obviously, in these terms we are dealing with a highly empiristic formulation.
But it is not necessarily so. Modifying the metaphor a little, Leibniz speaks of impressions as of a
light falling on a theatre wing, on a tilted surface, which thus gives impressions a shape which is not
neutral. Leibniz also talks of the coarseness of paper. This is saying — remarks Leibniz — that
nothing is in the intellect which wasn’t in the senses before, except for intellect itself, the capacity
of receiving traces and adapting them to one’s own forms. This is an interesting point: the idea (that

is, a representation; this is the sense of “idea” for the empiricists) manifests itself as writing, and



this merely because without the capicity of keeping tracks we would not have representation, i.e. we
would not have a psychic life.

Past recollection is also considered under the light of writing and of tabula. In particular,
Freud wondered from the very beginning how it was possible not just for traces to be inscribed in
the mind (this is, after all, quite trivial), but also how it was possible for the sheet of paper not to
become saturated very soon, reducing everybody to the condition of Funes in the story by Borges,
who could remember every instant of the previous day, and to do that needed a whole day. Freud,
who was used to dealing with double evidence whereby a lot is remembered, but even more is
repressed (i.e. remembered in a different way by placing it somewhere else), wonders: how can a
telescope mirror also be a photographic plate? To start with, Freud assumes two types of neuron,
one which lets impressions through, and another which retains them. However, thirty years later he
finds an answer that again uses a writing metaphor. The mind is a modern day tabula, a “magical
notebook™ like those in vogue at the beginning of the Nineteen hundreds, which I was lucky enough
to observe as a child: a resin base, a translucent sheet, and a pen with no ink. The pressure of the
pen makes the sheet stick to the base, so that the letters are visible; if however you separate the
sheet from its base, the letters disappear, and the sheet is ready to receive new inscriptions, while
the traces of the previous inscriptions remain on the resin. When we ask our modern computers to
look for the changes we have made to a certain document, we realise how the enormous power of
this technical device lies in the very fact that it achieves the possibility of the complete archive and

of the ever-white page at the same time.

Meaning and technique

There is a third and last circumstance, the most important, which I would like to draw
attention to. I would like to start from an old intuition of Freud’s, connected to what we have just
seen of past recollection and repression: consciousness arises in place of a mnestic trace, so that the
higher forms of our psychic life are a reworking of phenomena connected to keeping tracks, to
memory, exactly the way it happens in the comparison between the soul and a book. So that, to
Freud, consciousness is a superficial development: located in the cerebral cortex, it corresponds to
the outer membrane of single-cell organisms. Now, what does this mean? Consciousness arises
from the inscription of a trace on the tabula, which is at the same time a physical event and the birth
of the psyche in its higher form: consciousness itself. Thus the occurrence (and this is the very point

I was trying to make; the gist of what I have said so far) of a confluence of meaning and technique.



Let’s analyse this. What we call “technique” has many meanings, as undoubtedly there is a
difference between a technical apparatus such as a radio or an electric saw, a technique for hair
inplant, a technique to perform a coup d’etat and a technique to write a law. What links together all
these meanings is the fact that there is a regulated system of repetitions: a radio is predisposed for
certain functions, and so is an eletric saw. By following a certain order one can perform a coup
d’etat, by following another, one can inplant hair or write a law. When order is missing, then you
have improvising; something that lacks technique precisely because it is approximative in the
repetitions. To argue that inscription is a fundamental requirement for technique, and that keeping
tracks is, in a way, the mother of all techniques, doesn’t seem wild to me; in fact it is (in light of
what I have said so far) almost obvious. What I would like to suggest now, and this might seem
wild, is that, just like according to Freud consciousness arises in place of a mnestic trace, so the
meanings, the content, the values, all that we vaguely think of as the “spirit” or, in a more modern
manner, as “intention”, all these arise from technical repetition and from the archiwriting that make
it possible. Just to give you an idea, I’'m saying that something like sainthood, which is undoubtedly
a notion that has to do with the spirit, is strictly dependant on an ascetic conduct of the body, on
cultural codes defining a certain behaviour as “saintly”, and on sacred books and rites concerned
with sanctity. In short, without these inscription techniques we wouldn’t even have sainthood, let
alone any modest meanings.

If this example appears exaggerated or is lacking something, I suggest we consider the
significance, for our world and particularly in recent years, of the introduction of computers. On
paper, we can say it was just a device to make calculations; then we found out it could also write,
finally it became a gigantic archive recording all our memory and our social reality. I’d find it
difficult to claim that this speeding up and strengthening of our ability to keep tracks, as a purely
physical phenomenon, hasn’t influenced with just as much power the world of meanings.

The double meaning of the word “sense”, as a particular and tangible element and as
thought, meaning, seems to follow this direction: through repetition, recording, inscription,
communication (all functions made possible by traces) we come to the building of a social world
and inside this social world, meanings take place. That is why it’s so important to leave traces, that
is why it’s so natural. We don’t need to suppose a collective will to explain the building of social
reality. It is enough to have the resources inherent to traces, and also the ability, typical of the
human species, to use them in an infinitely superior way, compared to other species.

One last consideration, to close. Everything that seems conjectural and unprovable, at least
at the present state of knowledge, in Freud’s parapsychology or in the philosophers’ speculative

theories, takes on a simple and ordinary appeareance if from the origins of consciousness we move



on to the construction of social reality. Construction that non only arises from inscriptions, as I have
tried to demonstrate so far, but also feeds on inscriptions, increases and almost materializes itself,
moving from trace to meaning. How? Precisely on the strength of recording and of what derives
from it, the possibility of repetition. Through repetition, something that belongs to technique, we
obtain something else: meaning. This is the point I wanted to make. If the words I have spent in
demonstrating this have not convinced you, I am sure that an examination (a reading) of Riccardo’s

inscriptions will make it more evident than one ever could: without a single word.



