An object which speaks of the loss, of the destruction, of the disappearance
of objects. It does not speak of itself. It speaks of others. Will it also include
them?
– Jasper Johns, ca. 19601
You take an interest in the trace, the impression? – Yes, in all kinds of traces, impressions, markings that we leave behind: footprints, skin imprints,
movements of the hand that modify the space, breathing and so on. The
impression implies a boundary: the boundary of the body in touching, the
boundary of the thing in being touched. At this boundary point, visual and
tactile readings coincide.
– Giuseppe Penone (in conversation with Günter Metken), 19762
To the untrained eye, bones look similar – skulls are devoid of the expression and the gestures of a human face. But the bones of a skeleton are exposed to life in a similar way that photographic film is exposed to light.
A life, understood as an extended set of exposures to a myriad of forces
(labor, location, nutrition, violence, and so on), is projected onto a mutating, growing, and contracting negative, which is the body in life. Like a
palimpsest or a photograph with multiple exposures, bones can be quite
complicated to interpret.
– Thomas Keenan & Eyal Weizman, 20123

Andrej
Slávik

The importance and persisting influence of Carlo Ginzburg’s essay on “Clues” is
not only widely acknowledged, but has also been attested to in a variety of ways.
However, quite a few years have stolen by since the essay was first published. A
great many things have changed in the academy as well as in wider society – and
not least, in the relation between the two. It would therefore seem that the time
is ripe for rethinking not only Ginzburg’s thesis in itself, but also its wider implications.4
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In the pages that follow, I will approach the potential – and no less important, the limitations – of “Clues” in two consecutive steps. To begin with, I
will provide a brief overview of the publication history of Ginzburg’s seminal
essay, an account that will take us back to the late 1970s. I will then go on to
discuss how the ‘paradigm’ proposed by Ginzburg has been applied, by him as
well as others, to matters of public rather than strictly professional concern. Although my argument proceeds in distinct stages, I implicitly regard this entire
development as mutatis mutandis, one continuous process of publication in the
extended sense of ‘becoming public’.5 If “Clues” did indeed make a proverbial
splash, what I attempt to follow are the widening concentric rings on the water,
in the conviction that they will reveal something about the broader significance
of Ginzburg’s approach.
In this regard, my approach to “Clues” can be said to parallel Sylvie Lindeperg’s recent study of the production and reception of Alain Resnais’ classic
essay film Nuit et brouillard – a study that, as it happens, was conceived as a “micro-history in motion.”6 Although a brief discussion such as my own can hardly
presume the exhaustiveness of Lindeperg’s work, I like to think of what follows
in the same terms: as a microhistory in motion of Ginzburg’s essay.

.

Let us start out with a bird’s-eye view. Although “Clues” has been translated into
almost twenty languages,7 we can safely assume that, in the rapidly globalizing
academy of the late 20th century, the average reader will have consulted Ginzburg’s essay in English and, more specifically, in the collection Clues, Myths, and
the Historical Method, translated by John and Anne Tedeschi and published by
Johns Hopkins University Press in 1989.8 At that point, however, several versions
of the text had already been available for more than a decade: there are two main
redactions of “Clues” in the original Italian and three different English translations which, to some extent, should actually be regarded as versions in their
own right. It is the ins and outs of this publication history that I will now review,
however briefly.
The story begins at least a year before the essay was first published in the
conventional sense of the word.9 Strictly speaking, the ‘becoming public’ of
“Clues” was already well under way in June 1977, when Ginzburg presented
an early draft of his argument at a colloquium on “The Humanities and Social
Thought” hosted by the Rockefeller Foundation at its Villa Serbelloni, a study
and conference center just outside the town of Bellagio on the shore of Lake
Como. When the essay eventually appeared in print, the author expressed his
gratitude to the other attendants for the comments they provided.10 At this point,
of course, Ginzburg’s audience was still rather limited; according to the Foundation’s annual report, there were “twenty European and American scholars who
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share a common interest in cross-disciplinary studies of subjects relating to social thought and cultural criticism.”11 Unfortunately, the document only names
the organizers – the historian Joel Colton, the Foundation’s director of humanities, and his colleague Ronald Florence, head of the recently established New
York Council for the Humanities – and not the participants.12 In the paper trail
left by the event, I have only been able to find one lead: the session was chaired by
a young Richard Sennett, who published his classic account of The Fall of Public
Man the same year.13
However, we should not make too much of this particular event: Ginzburg
had probably already discussed his ideas with his own circle in Bologna before
presenting them in Bellagio.14 Besides, one could argue that even the very act of
committing a train of thought to writing – if only for one’s own private use – is,
in principle, an act of publication in the broad sense that I have in mind. For the
moment, the simple message that I would like to transmit is this: even the first
extant version of “Clues” has a history – and this history, in its turn, is potentially
significant for how we interpret the essay. The implications of this point will
hopefully become increasingly tangible in the course of my argument.
So, let’s get to it. When the first printed version of “Clues” (or “Spie,” to call
in mind the original title) appeared in 1978, it was not in Quaderni storici – as
one might expect, considering its significance for the microhistorical undertaking as a whole – but instead in the Rivista di storia contemporanea, a Turin-based
journal which, in the words of its publisher, “aimed to occupy itself with problems that society posed to historians.”15 This would certainly seem to hold true,
even in multiple regards, of Ginzburg’s essay. Whether it also explains its swift
success is a matter for discussion. In any case, within a year, this initial version
had also appeared in Dutch in the literary review De gids as well as in an English translation by Marta Sofri Innocenti, the sister-in-law of Ginzburg’s longtime friend Adriano Sofri, published in the academic journal Theory & Society.16
Without undertaking a detailed dissection of Ginzburg’s argument at this stage
of its evolution, I will provide a few observations that seem relevant to my own
line of reasoning – starting, as is customary, from the beginning.
First of all, then, the subtitle: “Roots of a Scientific Paradigm” (Radici di un
paradigma scientifico). At this point, thus, there is no mention of the ‘evidential’,
the notion to which readers have since grown accustomed – not in the title, and
neither in the body of the text. Instead, the argument centers on a “semiotic”
(semeiotico) paradigm defined in contrast to an “anatomic” (anatomico) one.
These, in turn, are aligned with what Ginzburg calls “aphoristic” and “systematic” thought.17 Granted, it is not difficult to see how this pair of dichotomies
already gestures towards the notion that he would eventually develop, but by the
look of it, we are not quite there yet.
Secondly, the opening paragraph, which I take the liberty of quoting at
length. In Sofri Innocenti’s translation, it reads as follows:
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The distinction between sciences of nature and human sciences has been
long debated and will probably be discussed for some time. Although some,
like Lévi-Strauss believe that the distinction does not exist on principle,
there can be no doubt of its existence in fact. The following brief remarks
approach this issue from a standpoint that is perhaps rather unusual. In
particular, I intend to show how, towards the end of the nineteenth century,
there quietly emerged in the sphere of human sciences an epistemological
model (or “paradigm”) which has not yet been given enough attention.18
What is significant in this quote will, of course, only become apparent once
we actually compare it with subsequent versions. For the moment, let us just
take note of how Ginzburg frames his argument with allusion to a long-standing
debate within epistemology and, more specifically, to Claude Lévi-Strauss, one
of the leading lights of French structuralism. Perhaps I should say: as an afterthought? In fact, the explicit reference to Lévi-Strauss does not feature in the
Rivista di storia contemporanea but only in Theory & Society – introducing, from
the very first, a slight deviation between original and translation.19 Then again,
the possibility that Ginzburg had the anthropologist in mind already in 1978
cannot be dismissed, and, in any case, the difference can be considered marginal
for all practical purposes. Indeed, it would hardly merit our attention, were it not
for another, less negligible discrepancy between the two versions.
Thirdly and lastly, then, the ending: here, curiously, the translation in Theory & Society departs markedly from its purported original in the Rivista di storia
contemporanea. In the latter, Ginzburg concludes his argument by “speculating
about some connections” between the semiotic paradigm and developments in
wider society – finishing, after a brief allusion to Francis Galton’s technique of
fingerprinting, with the following innuendo:
Knowledge of society is possible only when based on symptoms, clues
[indizi]. In such an increasingly complex social structure as that of fully
developed capitalism, obscured by the clouds of ideology, every systematic pretention appears to be utterly far-fetched. Recognizing this does not
imply abandoning the idea of totality. On the contrary: the existence of a
profound connection that explains superficial phenomena is confirmed the
very moment it is stated that direct knowledge of such a connection is not
possible. Though reality may seem to be opaque, there are privileged zones
– signs, clues – which allow us to penetrate it.20
For anyone who has read the canonized version of “Clues”, this passage will no
doubt have a familiar ring to it. From the same, retrospective point of view, it will
seem all the more surprising that it was entirely omitted from Sofri Innocenti’s
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translation. Here, the passing mention of fingerprinting has been supplemented
with a discussion of its most significant precursor, the anthropometric method
of identification pioneered by Alphonse Bertillon. After describing in some detail
how and why this method was superseded by Galton’s invention towards the end
of the 19th century, Ginzburg concludes his argument in the following fashion:
This example shows the deep connection between the problem of individuality and the problem of social control. In fact, it can be said that the
individual, born in a religious context (persona), acquired its modern, secularized meaning only in relation with the State. Concern with an individual’s uniqueness – as taxpayer, soldier, criminal, political subversive and
so on – is a typical feature of developed bureaucracies. Most aptly, in the
nineteenth century, traditional figures of those who control everyday life in
society, such as priests, were increasingly superseded by new ones: physicians, policemen, psychiatrists, later on psychoanalysts and social scientists.
It is in this context that we can understand the pervasive influence of the
model based on clues – the semiotic paradigm.21
And what conclusion can we as readers draw from all of this? To my mind, what
is most striking about this version of “Clues” is really what it lacks. At this point,
there is no clear indication that the ‘paradigm’ delineated by Ginzburg is actually
something that he would later embrace in his own research. In the first place, as
the last quote makes clear, it pertains to modern societies in general rather than
(pace the subtitle) to one strand of scientific inquiry or another – or rather, it
pertains to society precisely by way of science as it is applied, for instance, in
criminology.
In other words, “Clues” does not really read as a manifesto, at least not initially. For the time being, Ginzburg does not elaborate on his initial hint at ‘privileged zones’, and if anything, the implicit criticism of the paradigm’s ‘pervasive
influence’ on contemporary culture would seem to put him directly at odds with
the historical development that his essay sets out to analyze; surely, the author
would not want to align himself with ‘physicians, policemen, psychiatrists’ and
their ilk? This criticism would be retained and in some regards even amplified,
but at the same time deflected in a somewhat unexpected direction as Ginzburg
continued developing his argument.

.

In fact, the work had already begun. By the time that “Clues” figured in the pages of Theory & Society in May of 1979, a new version of the essay was already
well underway. It first appeared about a month later in the June issue of the
leftist cultural review Ombre rosse and was subsequently included – essentially
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unaltered, but now with all of the footnotes in place – in Crisi della ragione, an
anthology edited by the philosopher Aldo Gargani and published by Einaudi.22
In hindsight, this volume can be said to have ushered in the disputes about ‘the
postmodern condition’ that, in Italy as elsewhere, would dominate the following
decade – although, as Stefano Rosso has maintained, “the Italian debate on postmodernism differs from that of other countries such as the USA or France.”23 If
only for that reason, the book deserves a brief discussion before we move on to
Ginzburg’s contribution.
To begin with, a few words about the editor: Aldo Gargani (1933–2009),
Ginzburg’s senior by almost a decade, was a professor of philosophy in Pisa.
Trained in an analytic tradition, he would appear to have gradually moved in a
more hermeneutic direction.24 Although most renowned for his work on Ludwig
Wittgenstein, by the late 70s, he had also written on Hobbes, Locke, and G. E.
Moore; his most ambitious work to date was Il sapere senza fondamenti (“Knowledge without foundations”), published by Einaudi in 1975. Later on, he would
increasingly turn his attention to literature, dedicating himself to authors such as
Robert Musil, Franz Kafka, Thomas Bernhard, and Ingeborg Bachmann, as well
as experimenting with narrative forms of philosophical writing.25
And what about the anthology? The complete title read Crisi della ragione:
Nuovi modelli nel rapporto tra sapere e attività umane (“Crisis of reason: new
models in the relation between human knowledge and activity”). Causing quite a
stir when first published, it has subsequently appeared in a number of reprints as
well as in a Spanish translation, published in Mexico in 1983.26 According to Rosso, the contributions – in addition to Ginzburg’s “Clues” and Gargani’s extensive
introduction, Crisi della ragione featured essays by linguists, literary critics, philologists, philosophers, and political theorists27 – should not be regarded as “homogenous in terms of ideology or discipline.” Nevertheless, they share a common
point of departure in “the awareness of the crisis of classical reason […] to which
they oppose a ‘plurality of reasons’.” In a nutshell, the message of the anthology
was that “we can no longer speak of one way of thinking, but only of many.”28
This realization, in turn, became the starting point for more drastic departures in Italian philosophy such as, for instance, the pensiero debole (“weak
thought”) espoused by Gianni Vattimo.29 A starting point, however, is just that
and nothing more. While some of the contributors – the editor himself is a case
in point – later became associated with a broadly postmodern position; others
would take issue with ‘postmodernism’, especially in Vattimo’s interpretation.30
To summarize, if Crisi della ragione can indeed be seen as “emblematic” of contemporary intellectual developments, as Rosso claims, it should clearly not be
regarded as representative in any straightforward sense.31 The same thing could
no doubt be said about Ginzburg’s contribution – which has pride of place as the
first essay in the volume, directly following Gargani’s introduction.
When “Clues” first appeared in print, Ginzburg characterized it as “the first,
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summary formulation of an inquiry that I will publish elsewhere in a different
and extended form.”32 When first translated, it was similarly introduced as “a
draft of on-going research” – an apt description, considering the significant differences that we have just examined.33 In Crisi della ragione, the author presents
his renewed effort as “an extended (but still all but definitive) version.”34 How,
then, does this version of the essay compare with the one from the previous year?
As before, let us start at the beginning. The first thing to note is the subtitle,
which now features the more familiar “evidential paradigm,” or paradigma indiziario in the original Italian. Appearing at first as little more than a slight change
of phrase, it actually reverberates through the body of the text, giving rise to a
significant variation in terminology. As we have seen, the first version centered
on a ‘scientific’ and, more specifically, a ‘semiotic’ paradigm; a year later, this
comparably clear-cut reference has given way to a cluster of terms: Ginzburg now
speaks of a paradigm that he describes – “depending on the context” – as either
venatorio, divinatorio, indiziario or semeiotico.35 Four words in the place of one.
However, the inconsistency is not quite as pronounced as it may seem when
we come to Ginzburg’s argument by way of the Tedeschi translation; here, the
single adjective indiziario is variously rendered as “conjectural”, “evidential”, and
“presumptive” in order to convey the different connotations of the Italian term.36
Out of these three alternatives, ‘evidential’ actually turns out to be most seldom
employed by the Tedeschis, making it difficult to understand why it would deserve a place in the essay’s title. Additionally, the net result also seems slightly
inconsistent. While the first word suggests boldness and even a hint of risk, the
second implies reliability and soundness of method, whilst the third would appear to gesticulate towards some half-hearted in-between where nothing much
is really at stake (“Dr. Livingstone, I presume?”).37 In contrast, the Italian term –
alluding at once to the detective’s lead, the lawyer’s circumstantial evidence and
the semiotician’s index – conjures up a kind of intellectual balancing act which
goes to both extremes at once without ever losing its sense of urgency. Why none
of the three translators seems to have considered the English term ‘indicial’ is
beyond me (but I am admittedly not a native speaker). To avoid confusion, I
will simply retain the original Italian and, throughout the rest of my argument,
speak whenever I can of Ginzburg’s paradigma indiziario. Thereby, I bring this
digression to a close.
Even disregarding the effects of translation, however, there is still the variation in the Italian version to consider. In fact, the author does so himself. “These,
clearly,” he feels the need to remark, “are not synonymous adjectives, but nonetheless refer to a common epistemological model, expressed through various disciplines that are frequently linked by borrowed methods or key terms.”38 In sum,
the original reference to semiotics is still retained, but its importance is considerably diminished by the longue durée of Ginzburg’s new take on his subject. More
on that in a moment.
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Before arriving at the essay’s actual argument, though, there is another hurdle to jump. In fact, there are two: in Ombre rosse, the author had already appended a pair of epigraphs that did not feature in the initial version of the essay.
The first one should be familiar to any reader of Ginzburg: “God is in the detail,”
credited to Gustave Flaubert and Aby Warburg.39 The second, on the other hand,
is both less expected and more enigmatic:
An object which speaks of the loss, of the destruction, of the disappearance
of objects. It does not speak of itself. It speaks of others. Will it also include
them?40
Ginzburg gives credit to the American artist (or, as some would have it, anti-artist) Jasper Johns for this quote.41 It is probable that he first encountered this
passage in Susan Sontag’s classic essay On Photography from 1977, published in
Italian translation by Einaudi already in the following year, where it figures in the
concluding “anthology of quotations.” This conjecture is strengthened by the fact
that Ginzburg, just like Sontag, omits a word that – whatever it may be taken to
mean – seems crucial to the interpretation of the original: “DELUGE.”42
For the moment, I will resist the temptation of speculating about what
Ginzburg saw in Johns’ rather cryptic statement.43 Instead, I will proceed at long
last to the actual body of the essay, where we find the Italian historian taking a
somewhat new approach to his topic. Dropping the reference to Lévi-Strauss, his
point of departure is no longer the distinction between the natural and cultural
sciences, but rather, as he now puts it, “the fruitless opposition between ‘rationalism’ and ‘irrationalism’ .”44 Although clearly not an unrelated conflict, this
is a different way of drawing the battle lines, possibly prompted by the theme
of Gargani’s anthology. Moving on, the first few paragraphs are more or less
identical, but the rest of the argument has been both reshuffled and significantly
expanded. Most importantly, it now features the speculations on the prehistoric
origins of Ginzburg’s paradigma for which the essay has become famous, if not
infamous. As before, the paradigm is most clearly defined in relation to what it
is not – but now contrasted with a “Galilean” or “generalizing” paradigm rather
than with an ‘anatomic’ one.45
Finally, the ending of the essay is also quite different. As you may recall,
the first version – particularly in Sofri Innocenti’s slightly modified translation –
gave the impression that Ginzburg was merely registering an aspect of the historical development in modern societies, without really taking up a position of his
own. If anything, the author would seem to distance himself from the tendency
he describes. In this regard as well, the battle lines have been redrawn in the second version. Although its deployment by “the State” is still highlighted, the role
of the paradigma has once again become ambivalent, but more distinctly now.
Instead of ending on a somber note, Ginzburg now elaborates on his initial hint
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at ‘privileged zones’, explicitly claiming that “the same conjectural [indiziario]
paradigm employed to develop ever more subtle and capillary forms of control
can become a device to dissolve the ideological clouds which increasingly obscure such a complex social structure as fully developed capitalism.”46
In contrast to the preceding version, this indisputably reads as a kind of
manifesto, although it seems to speak with a somewhat forked tongue. More specifically, Ginzburg explicitly positions the approach that was increasingly being
called microhistory at this point as an outgrowth of a certain trend in modern
society – a highly objectionable one, from the author’s political perspective – and
at the same time as an attempt to subvert that very trend, as it were, from within.
This tension, however, is easily lost (judging, to some extent, from personal experience) on the growing number of readers that first come to Ginzburg’s essay
expecting some sort of plea for an approach to historical research that they presume to be firmly established and clearly defined.
In short, only over time did “Clues” evolve into a manifesto, and never quite
to the extent that has often been taken for granted in retrospect. Rather, the essay is probably best regarded as “a kind of intellectual crypto-autobiography,” as
Ginzburg himself would later put it.47 In this regard, the subtle allusion to Warburg, Spitzer and Bloch – three of the Italian historian’s most important sources
of inspiration – seems much more decisive than the manifest reference to the trio
of Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes.48

.

The fact that most readers today come to Ginzburg’s essay expecting a manifesto
clearly has a lot to do with the growing international recognition of Italian
microstoria – which, in turn, hinges considerably on the author’s own professional fortunes. However, the essay itself certainly merits some credit. Just what, then,
was it about “Clues” that made it such a remarkable success? Here, the translations provide us with a lead or two.
The second version of “Clues” appeared in English in 1980, less than a year
after it had been published in Italian. More specifically, it figured in the spring
issue of the History Workshop Journal, the most important vehicle for the eponymous movement in British historiography, under the heading “Morelli, Freud
and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method” – a title most reminiscent of
the Dutch translation from two years before. Indeed, this is not the only difference. At first sight, the text published in the History Workshop Journal seems an
amalgam of the two Italian versions. As the first version, this version still departs
from a “borderline between natural sciences and human sciences” – adding parenthetically: “or as it is sometimes seen, between science and everything else”, but
it also gestures, like the second version, towards a “sterile contrasting of ‘rational’
and ‘irrational’.”49 In addition, the inveterate academic will not fail to point out
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that it only features 109 footnotes, as compared to 131 in the Italian version.50
However, both the prehistoric speculation and the idea of subversion are in place
here. All in all, it seems reasonable to regard it as an adaptation of the second
version to a different publication context rather than as a previous stage in the
essay’s development, a conclusion borne out by the explanatory sub-headings
probably added by editors at the History Workshop Journal. But, of course, few
readers will be interested in such minutiae.
What is noteworthy about this version of “Clues” is not so much the essay
itself, but rather the way in which it is framed by its publisher. The text is preceded by a two-page introduction by its chief translator, the historian Anna Davin,
also one of the journal’s editors and a leading member of the London-based
Feminist History Group.51 While presenting Ginzburg as “an Italian comrade”,
thereby situating him squarely in the Marxist camp, she also feels the need to
issue a warning to her readers that his contribution is, indeed, “very different
from anything we have included in History Workshop Journal before.” Anticipating (probably with good reason) that the philosophical references, the dizzying
variety of sources and the quantum leaps in historical spacetime would come
across as “extraordinary – even shocking – to the English reader,” she goes to
great lengths in her attempt to exculpate the author from complicity with “the
educational institutions and political power of a privileged elite.”
Then again, shielding the author from suspicion is hardly sufficient to
motivate the publication. As Davin goes on to insist, however, that “the Italian
historian can make political interventions within philosophy and the classical
tradition” – an opportunity which, alas, is not readily available to his comrades
in Britain, where the classics are no longer “centrally part of political theory”
but rather “the irrelevant preserve of the English gentleman, the specialism of
the few in their ivory tower.” Thus, although readers of the History Workshop
Journal should approach Ginzburg’s essay with some caution – not as a recipe
for research, one might say, but rather as a little Mediterranean stir-in seasoning
– it could hopefully provide them with “greater confidence for generalising, for
theorising, and for speculation.”52
No such cautions were necessary when, three years later, Davin’s translation
was published a second time; indeed, the context could hardly have been more
different.53 In 1983, “Clues” was included in The Sign of Three, an anthology edited by Umberto Eco and Thomas A. Sebeok that approached the investigative
methods of Sherlock Holmes and his Franco-American colleague C. Auguste
Dupin (the protagonist in three of Edgar Allan Poe’s short stories) from the perspective of C. S. Peirce’s logic of abduction.54 Suddenly, the contemporary political situation – indeed, almost anything contemporary, except the latest advances
in semiotics and related subspecialities – became almost unimaginably distant.55
Eco offered “some hypotheses on three types of abduction” illustrated with reference to a chapter from Voltaire’s Zadig; Sebeok scrutinized the “strangely obses254

sive eccentricity” evidenced by such figures as the inventor Nikola Tesla, the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, and the physicist Georg Gamow – not to mention the
author himself – when confronted with the number three; and the Finnish logician Jaakko Hintikka managed to condense the reasoning of Sherlock Holmes, at
a decisive moment of the short story “Silver Blaze” (abbreviated SILV), into the
following terse formalism:
(1)(3x)(W(x) & S(x))
(2)(y)(x)[(W(x) & S (x)) ⊃ ∼B(x,γ)]
(3)(x)[(W(x) & S (x)) ⊃ ∼B(x,th)]
And so forth.56 How on earth, one might ask, did Ginzburg end up in such company?57
Turning our attention to “Clues,” another variation in the title – however
slight – indicates that Ginzburg was still tinkering with his essay. Listed in the
table of contents as “Morelli, Freud, and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific method” – that is, exactly as in the History Workshop Journal except for the
trailing comma – it actually appears under the heading “Clues: Morelli, Freud,
and Sherlock Holmes.” The first paragraph now conforms more or less exactly
to Crisi della ragione, but the essay only features 75 footnotes. And so forth. As
before, the real interest obviously lies elsewhere. What I find striking about this
entire episode is, as you will have already guessed, the contrast between the two
contexts of publication. Technicalities aside, what we are discussing here is not
only the same text, but even the same translation – and yet, the readers who first
encountered Ginzburg’s name in the pages of the History Workshop Journal must
have formed a very different impression of the author than those who discovered
him in the company of Eco, Sebeok et alii. To my mind, this attests to the exceptionally broad appeal of Ginzburg’s approach to scholarship, as well as of his
intellectual orientation and even his literary style.
In her introduction, Davin refers to an earlier piece by Ginzburg on the historical opposition between ‘high’ and ‘low’ knowledge, an inquiry pursued further in “Clues.”58 In itself, however, the essay is an example of how the high and
the low can be brought together with great fruitfulness – or should I say uberty
(ubertà), an obscure notion that figures in Sebeok’s discussion of Peirce?59 Here
as elsewhere, Ginzburg himself would seem to appear as a kind of Gestalt figure
– both hedgehog and fox – straddling the border between theory and practice,
philosophy and history, the strictly professional and the highly political, allowing
his readers – at least to an extent – to see whatever they would like to see.60 And
then, he moves on.

.
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Indeed, if the essay that eventually became “Clues” has passed through a number
of different stages, these stages have at least one thing in common: Ginzburg
regarded them all as preliminary. What began as a ‘first, summary formulation’
in the Rivista di storia contemporanea was gradually elaborated into ‘a draft of an
on-going research’ in Theory and Society, but is still described in Ombre rosse and
Crisi della ragione as ‘all but definitive’. The same attitude is evidenced in 1983,
when Ginzburg announces in a footnote: “The author hopes to publish a revised
and enlarged version in the near future.”61
As it turned out, that never transpired (and at this point, it seems unlikely
that the situation will be remedied). The version first published in its entirety in
Crisi della ragione in 1979 would eventually be included in Ginzburg’s own collection Miti emblemi spie in 1986 and subsequently translated by John and Anne
Tedeschi in Clues, Myths, and the Historical Method in 1989. In the meantime, the
essay had also been published in German (1980), French (1980), Dutch (1981),
Swedish (1983), Spanish (1983), Japanese (1986) and Danish (1986) – and many
other translations were to follow.62 Throughout this entire unfolding, “Clues” has
gradually crystallized into the version that would in time be regarded as canonical. While Ginzburg’s line of reasoning was already established by the end of the
70s, the essay’s title continued to vary until the mid-80s; after that point, the only
variations were in the titles (and, to some extent, the content) of the anthologies in which it appeared in translation. Among these, some follow more or less
closely that of the Italian collection, whereas others – beginning with the German anthology Spurensicherungen (roughly, “the securing of trace evidence”),
which actually predates Miti emblemi spie by three years – gives “Clues” primacy
over the other essays, thereby recognizing and at the same time reinforcing its
authoritative status.63
In that case, the exceptions are more thought-provoking: the Dutch title,
Omweg als methode (“Detour as method”), and the subtitle to the reduced German edition, Die Wissenschaft auf der Suche nach sich selbst (“Science in search of
itself ”), both seem to preserve something of the tentative character of Ginzburg’s
inquiry.64 We should keep that in mind particularly now as we proceed to the
second step in my discussion, where the very notion of publication will gradually
take on a considerably wider sense. If the various versions of “Clues” are so many
pebbles tossed into the sea of public discussion, I will now attempt to follow the
widening rings on the water.
The most straightforward way of approaching this task would no doubt be
to take another dive, this time into the essay’s reception history. Although – and
indeed, precisely because – the content as well as the form of “Clues” gradually
settled into what was to become their final guise, the text was increasingly stirring up debates. As the definitive version was included in the collection Miti
emblemi spie, the author himself already saw fit to remark on the “numerous
comments and rejoinders” elicited by his modest proposal. Citing extensive de256

bates in Quaderni storici as well as in the German journal Freibeuter, he especially singled out a review from January 21, 1980, published in La Repubblica
and signed Italo Calvino.65 Taking a closer look at Calvino’s assessment, we find
plenty of compliments but also some rather shrewd questions:
Carlo Ginzburg’s essay has already been and will continue to be discussed,
not only for the great number of ideas it hosts, interwoven like the threads
of a tapestry (in a provisional arrangement – the author informs us – that
we are likely to see thicken), but also for its declared intention of presenting
an epistemological paradigm in opposition to what is known as the Galilean tradition, based on generalization, quantification and the reproducibility of phenomena. […] Will this opposition, however, be at all relevant? The
name ‘Galileo’ in itself indicates that things are not all that simple.66
Whatever their disagreements, however, it is altogether understandable that the
review would have been a particular cause for pride; after all, Calvino was not
only one of the most celebrated authors in postwar Italian literature, but also a
colleague and friend of Ginzburg’s mother, who in fact acted as a kind of mentor
for the young historian.67 However, to trace the debate surrounding “Clues” in its
entirety would obviously take us far beyond the scope of this discussion.
Another possibility would be to consider how Ginzburg’s paradigma has
been employed in other academic settings, sometimes in quite creative ways. Remaining in the Italian context, at least two cases would deserve closer investigation. On the one hand is the conception of the “historical project” articulated
by the historian of architecture Manfredo Tafuri (1935–94), the most famous
spokesman of the so-called Venice school, with direct reference to his colleague
in Bologna.68 On the other hand is the recently proposed “theory of signatures,”
again with reference to Ginzburg, in an essay by the philosopher Giorgio Agamben (* 1942) that almost reads as a sequel to “Clues.”69 But again, such an inquiry
– even if limited to these two cases only – would lead us too far astray from our
present purposes.
For the time being, I will have to settle for just a few observations about a
highly particular – but not unimportant – aspect of the essay’s reception: namely,
the retrospective assessments provided by Ginzburg himself. Again, a first example can be found already in Miti emblemi spie, where the author seized the
opportunity to say a little about his original ambition:
Initially I had intended to justify my working methods indirectly by constructing a private intellectual genealogy, which would include principally
a small number of books which I thought had influenced me in a particularly significant way: Spitzer’s essays, Auerbach’s Mimesis, Adorno’s Minima
Moralia, Freud’s Psychopathology of Everyday Life, Bloch’s The Royal Touch,
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all books that I had read between eighteen and twenty years of age. Then
the project burst out in other directions.70
What went wrong? To put it bluntly, it would seem that Ginzburg proved unable
to resist the temptation of applying his approach – at once “telescopic and microscopic” – to his own justification of it.71 As a result, the original, subjective impulse behind the essay dissipated into a highly speculative and, at the same time,
quite meticulous argument about the historical development of the paradigma as
an objective, societal process – an argument which returned only eventually, and
then mostly by way of allusion (“with great discretion”, as the author would later
put it), to the idea of a ‘private intellectual genealogy’.72 Symptomatically, of the
five authors mentioned in Ginzburg’s recollection, only Freud features centrally
as one of the essay’s three ‘cases’. Adorno is at least enlisted as an example of the
prevalence of aphoristic thought in the 20th century, but Spitzer and Bloch only
figure between the lines – and Auerbach, poor devil, has disappeared entirely.73
In short, on this account “Clues” did not end up as its author had first intended
– another reason for emphasizing its tentative character.
Then again, the result was no less profound for being partially unintentional; indeed, Ginzburg would reaffirm its importance. With additional hindsight, it
even seems as if he had come to view the process of writing it as a little more deliberate. In the preface to No Island is an Island, a collection of essays on English
literature dating from the late 90s, Ginzburg explains:
With this model […] which I dubbed an ‘evidential paradigm,’ I was trying
to give some direction to my way of conducting research by introducing
it into an exceedingly distant historical perspective, indeed a plurimillennarian one. I dwell on that essay, which from that time has continued to
sustain my research subterraneously, because the hypothesis on the origin
of narrative formulated at that time can shed light also on historical narrative: dedicated, unlike other forms, to the search for truth and thus shaped,
in every phase, by questions and answers in narrative form. To read reality
backward, starting from its opacity, so as to avoid remaining prisoners of
the designs of the intellect: this notion dear to Proust, it seems to me, expresses an ideal of research that has also inspired the following pages.74
Here, the author is no longer overpowered by his own inquiry, as he seems to
have been judging from the earlier account. Instead, he is consciously trying to
find his intellectual bearing – but precisely by way of losing himself in the vastness of history! If it really happened like this, the Dutch title Omweg als methode
would indeed be justified.75 Furthermore, it would seem to apply not only to the
author’s own paradigm, considered as one approach among many, but rather
to ‘historical narrative’ in general.76 Regardless of which, one thing is clear: the
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guiding thread that Ginzburg had begun to unravel in “Clues” would be subsequently entwined into all of his writings – even when it was only visible, so to
speak, on the reverse of the text.
Half a decade into the new millennium – speaking of a plurimillennarian
perspective – the same thread would once again come into plain sight as Ginzburg offered his most sustained reflection to date on the “hypothesis” advanced
in his long-since classic essay, this time in connection with a colloquium in Lille
dedicated specifically to his notion of a paradigma indiziario.77 How, then, does
the author approach his own work a full quarter-century after its initial publication? “[As] a very general theoretical proposition” – although, he adds parenthetically, “I do not utter this big word of ‘theory’ without hesitating a little”
– which, furthermore, was “advanced in a way that resolutely ignored, not only
the separation between disciplines, but also the customary ethnocentric hierarchies.”78 Such are the key traits that, to Ginzburg’s own mind, contributed to the
spectacular success of his essay. But, of course, there were also other forces at
work, forces that were entirely beyond his control:
Right away, this text was received with intense and, on more than one occasion, intensely polemical interest. If I said that I have remained indifferent
to this success, I would be lying. And yet, in the swiftness of this reaction,
there were factors that did not cease to trouble me. I realized full well that I
had grasped something which was in the air at the time and that I had given
voice to vague themes which were sometimes based on the latent state [of
things]. I began to fear that the immediate appreciation and recognition
with which my text had been received could have resulted from the triviality of what I had written. Above all, I was afraid of becoming a prisoner to
this fortunate phrase: ‘evidential paradigm’.79
It is for this reason, Ginzburg explains, that he has “deliberately avoided using
the expression ‘evidential paradigm’ for twenty-five years” – a decision that was
further reinforced, not only by an instinctive wariness of catchwords, but also by
a deeply felt conviction that “the process of knowledge should start over every
time by submitting our own presuppositions to renewed discussion.”80 Trying his
best to live up to a clearly unattainable ideal, he went on to develop the theme of
“Clues” under other guises, focusing on aspects – the proof, the series, the case
– that were either lacking entirely or had not been sufficiently articulated in the
original essay.
Such conceptual sleights of hand seemed all the more inevitable since the
entire “intellectual atmosphere” was in flux around the same time.81 Ginzburg is
referring to the imminent breakthrough of postmodernism, a development that
we have already discussed in connection with the Crisi della ragione anthology
and the debates that it sparked.82 “Some”, he observes with annoyance, “read my
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essay on the evidential paradigm as a eulogy to the fragment, to the isolated detail, to the anomaly as opposed to the series” – immediately remarking: “Nothing
is farther from my intentions, whether implicit or explicit.” At the same time,
he still refuses to give in to the inverse temptation of basing his generalizations
only on allegedly ‘normal’ cases. This, to Ginzburg’s mind, is merely a result of
the unfortunate tendency among historians to mix up “the documentation that
they know with the documentation that is available, the documentation that is
available with the documentation that was produced, and the latter with the social reality that produced it.”83

.

And not only among historians, one might interject. Still, Ginzburg’s remark
provides us with a convenient point of entry into the wider problematic that
I have been aiming for all along. To be more specific, it attests to the sense of
professionalism that, with time, has increasingly come to the fore in the Italian
historian’s writings. While having voiced his disregard for disciplinary strictures
often enough, he has always been careful not to overstep the boundaries of his
jurisdiction as a scientist (if not of the Galilean stripe). Indeed, in one regard,
his censure of postmodernists left, right, and center is nothing but the flip side
of this coin: you can criticize the ravages of reason all you like, but there are still
professional standards that need to be upheld. A remark from the beginning of
the 80s is revealing:
It is perhaps an element of psychological ‘armor’ in me that prevents me
from crossing the border between my research and my personal life. I am
not fond of what once used to be called irrationalism. To be sure, reason
has given its consent to all kinds of mystification and disgracefulness. But
there is a kind of parasitical and stupid evasion. […] Critique as merely
an armchair, the simulation of crisis as a way of keeping it under control –
something that, moreover, leads to grotesque effects in writing. I keep that
at arm’s length – in favor of, so to speak, a kind of Enlightenment-style
common sense.84
On the other hand, professional standards do need to be upheld – and I trust that
Ginzburg himself would agree85 – because they are unable to uphold themselves
of their own accord. No boundaries, whether between academic disciplines or
between the academy and wider society, are simply given, as if ordained by some
higher power. Rather, they result from individual and collective acts of distinction that need to be either repeated every so often or else perpetuated in one way
or another, typically in institutional form. Hence, to some extent, all boundaries
are negotiable, malleable, and amenable to changing circumstances. They display
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the same “flexible rigor” that Ginzburg regards as his own intellectual ideal.86
What, then, if the paradigma proposed by Ginzburg as an approach to historical scholarship could be applied not only in other academic settings – as
would seem to be the case, although perhaps to different degrees, with both Tafuri and Agamben – but also in wider society? Could it be set to work on matters of
public concern as well as on strictly scientific problems? Should its restriction to
theoretical questions be regarded an undue limitation to its potential reach – one
that has been imposed, to no small extent, by Ginzburg himself? To my mind,
these are the kind of questions to which the gradual ‘becoming public’ of “Clues”
has inevitably given rise.
However, the way in which such questions readily pose themselves already
risks leading us astray, in the sense that every categorical distinction between the
academic and the societal, the scientific and the public, the theoretical and the
practical, only serves to reestablish the very boundary I am attempting to interrogate and, if possible, renegotiate. On a general note, what seems to be lacking
is a ready understanding of how the academy already forms an integral part of
modern society, how science is already organized on public principles (albeit it to
an ever-decreasing degree), how theory is already a particular kind of practice.87
Indeed, one way of working toward such an understanding would be to return
once again to Ginzburg’s writings, now on the lookout for traces of this ‘already’.
Again, there are many possible angles from which to approach this problem. One such angle concerns the public resonance of academic scholarship, the
way in which even ‘strictly’ scientific questions can – and sometimes do, though
perhaps not as often as they should – capture the imagination of a wider audience. To some extent, as we have just seen, “Clues” already provides us with an
sample of such resonance, although it has no doubt been largely confined to
academic circles. A more striking example is The Cheese and the Worms, the Italian historian’s most celebrated work, which has been translated into two dozen
languages.88 In the preface, Ginzburg overtly describes it as “a story as well as a
piece of historical writing” – a truism in one sense, but not in another.89 In the
first place, that is to say, the quote should not be read as a statement on the role of
narrative in historiography – indispensable as it may be – but rather as a gesture
towards the multiple audiences that the author envisaged for his book. He would
further clarify his standpoint in an interview published by the Radical History
Review in the mid-80s:
Some historians found my work populistic, demagogic and so on. And I
think that I am regarded with uneasiness (and some of my critics are very
aggressive about their dislike of my work) because I am on the fringe. At
the same time, the fact that my books, except Il nicodemismo, looked for a
different audience, rather than a professional audience, disturbed a lot of
academics. It is crucial to me to reach a wider audience. I think the problem
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with the Nicodemism book is that it was directed to a more circumscribed
audience. In some way, non-professional readers have understood better
what I have tried to do.90
And what message did Ginzburg hope to send to this wider audience? For all
his literary flair, most of The Cheese and the Worms reads like strictly historical
scholarship, even of the most meticulous kind. However, he also makes clear at
the end of his preface to the English edition that the story of Menocchio “implicitly poses a series of questions for our own culture and for us.”91 In fact, he had
already given in to the temptation of spelling them out, if ever so slightly. In the
original preface, again at the very the end, we encounter this suggestive passage:
Menocchio falls within a fine, tortuous, but clearly distinguishable, line of
development that can be followed directly to the present. In a sense he is
one of our forerunners. But Menocchio is also a dispersed fragment, reaching us by chance, of an obscure shadowy world that can be reconnected to
our own history only by an arbitrary act. That culture has been destroyed.
To respect its residue of unintelligibility that resists any attempt at analysis
does not mean succumbing to a foolish fascination for the exotic and incomprehensible. It is simply taking note of a historical mutilation of which,
in a certain sense, we ourselves are the victims.92
A message, in short, of responsibility and respect – for the present as well as the
past.93 To add emphasis, Ginzburg crowns his meditation with a quote: “‘Nothing that has taken place should be lost to history,’ wrote Walter Benjamin. ‘But
only to redeemed humanity does the past belong in its entirety.’” To which he
himself adds: “Redeemed and thus liberated.”94 With this eschatological gesture,
the historian deliberately toes the borderline between his native ‘republic of letters’ and a wider public sphere, hinting at what kinds of conclusions the reader
should draw from his historical account. Indeed, a similar hint – although even
more allusive – already figures within the account itself, here too at the very end.
Ginzburg concludes his story of Menocchio’s sad fate by introducing another,
even more obscure case in the narrative: “a certain man named Marcato, or perhaps Marco” who, according to rumors diligently recorded in the Inquisition’s
protocols, had given voice to similar heresies. “About Menocchio we know many
things,” Ginzburg notes drily. “About this Marcato, or Marco – and so many others like him who lived and died without leaving a trace – we know nothing.”95
A telling example, if nothing else, of what we might describe as an aesthetics of
omission in the Italian historian’s works.96
Still, if there is indeed a lesson to be learned from The Cheese and the Worms,
it does remain quite nebulous. A second angle from which to approach our overarching problem concerns more precise and purposive interventions. One such
262

episode is Ginzburg’s rejoinder to Hayden White at the landmark conference on
the Holocaust and the “limits of representation” arranged by the Israeli historian
Saul Friedländer at the University of California, Los Angeles, in the spring of
1990 – but that case would deserve a study of its own.97 Luckily, as before, there
is an even more striking example: Ginzburg’s intervention in the trial against his
old friend Adriano Sofri, a leading figure in the left-wing Lotta continua movement, which ultimately – and from their perspective, unfortunately – resulted in
little more than yet another entry in the Italian historian’s already extensive list
of publications. To be sure, The Judge and the Historian is no less though-provoking than Ginzburg’s other works, but it would not seem to have made any difference in practical terms; despite a long line of appeals and one complete acquittal
(which was later revoked on formal grounds), Sofri had to serve his full 22-year
sentence, although he was allowed to spend the last five years under house arrest
on account of his failing health.98
For the present argument, however, it does make a great deal of difference.
With The Judge and the Historian, Ginzburg actively overstepped his own professional jurisdiction, effectively violating the border between academic historiography and wider society – although, symptomatically, only with regard to questions of procedure, to formal rather than material aspects of the legal process. In
other words, he did not attempt to convince the reader of his friend’s innocence,
but merely “to show, through an analysis of the documentation adduced during
the trial, that the accusations levelled against Adriano Sofri are entirely groundless.”99 To this end, the historian applied his paradigma indiziario to what, at that
time, was still an open case, bringing all of his accumulated expertise in deciphering inquisition records to bear on the documents from Sofri’s trial.
Looking back at this entire ordeal some years after the Supreme Court of
Cassation had pronounced its definitive verdict, Ginzburg observed: “For the
first time in my life, and up to now the last, the search for and demonstration
of the truth did not appear to me as ends in themselves (a notion that I hold in
the highest regard) but rather as tools subordinated to a practical end […].”100
To my mind, what is significant about this statement is the sheer asymmetry of
its antithesis. With the expression ‘ends in themselves’, the historian clearly has
scientific aims in mind – but scientific inquiry itself must reasonably serve some
wider societal purpose. Indeed, if the quest for truth was entirely self-contained,
if would hardly be worthy of our admiration. Could it be that Ginzburg’s ‘psychological armor’, to the extent that it shields his research from merely personal
influences, also tends to occlude this larger vista?
A third angle on the problem of how Ginzburg’s paradigm can be applied
to public matters also concerns interventions, but now by others than the author
himself; for example invitations that come from outside of the academic circuit
and therefore, to some extent, bring the historian out of his ‘comfort zone’. An
interesting example of such a situation – and another episode that would deserve
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its own case-study – is when Ginzburg, in connection with a visit to Moscow, was
invited to discuss his essay on “The Inquisitor as Anthropologist” at a seminar
organized by the Russian human rights organization Memorial. Here, the Italian
historian was provoked to discuss a possibility that he had never had the reason
to consider in the course of his own research, namely the application his own
methodology to a question of the utmost public concern: how to deal with the
records of Stalin’s show trials, which had only recently become available at the
time.101
A step further in the same direction, and we leave the Italian historian
behind altogether. Can we point to examples where Ginzburg’s paradigma is
independently applied to public matters – where, so to speak, it is deliberately
translated into a (partly) different cultural setting? Or, to bring my argument
to its logical conclusion, examples that should reasonably be conceived as such
applications, though lacking any explicit relation to the particular example of
the Italian historian’s works? As befits a discussion of “Clues,” I will conclude
my argument on a speculative note – but in contrast with the bold conjecture
of Ginzburg’s essay, my own speculation does not bring us back to prehistoric
times. Quite the contrary.

.

In the spring of 2012, the Frankfurt art gallery Portikus devoted an exhibition to
what must be considered a rather unconventional topic, even by the idiosyncratic standards of contemporary art: “the forensic identification of the remains of
infamous Nazi-doctor Joseph Mengele after his exhumation in 1985.”102 Incidentally, this was not the only surprise that visitors met. As is customary, the exhibition was accompanied by a publication – only in this case, the former actually
preceded the latter. As the curator Anselm Franke explains on the front flap:
This book was commissioned to instigate, rather than represent, an exhibition. In this curatorial experiment, Thomas Keenan and Eyal Weizman
were asked to produce a book and Hito Steyerl was asked to respond to
their text by creating a series of works. This process constructed a form of
research within the margins of science, aesthetics, and law – an entangled
set of circumstances from which we can examine these fields anew.103
Indeed, an entangled set of circumstances – for us to disentangle. Thomas
Keenan is a literary theorist and associate professor at Bard College, two hours
north of New York City. Eyal Weizman, in turn, is an Israeli architect currently
teaching at Goldsmiths College in London, where he has been head of the Center
for Research Architecture since it was founded in 2006. What brings the two together? Above all, it would seem, a shared engagement with human rights issues:
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Keenan serves as director of the Human Rights Project at Bard, while Weizman
has worked with a number of NGOs in his native Israel/Palestine.104
Last but not least, Hito Steyerl is a filmmaker and theorist who first started
making a name for herself in the mid-90s. After studies in Tokyo and Munich,
she obtained a doctorate in philosophy at the Akademie der Bildenden Künste in
Vienna and is currently professor of New Media Art at the Universität der Künste
in Berlin. Her work, which moves in the interstices between documentary film
and the visual arts, has been featured in prestigious venues such as the Art Institute of Chicago, the ICA in London and several of the major biennale festivals.
In a recent feature on the website of DIS Magazine, an online art journal based
in New York, Steyerl is described as nothing less than one of the most important
voices in cultural criticism today.105
Two pieces by Steyerl were on display in the exhibition at Portikus: one was
an installation aiming to reconstruct a case of abduction that occurred during
the war in Bosnia “with the help of forensic 3D technology,” and the other was
a two-channel film dealing with “the certainty and uncertainty of forensic identification methods.” In addition, the exhibition featured a resource room with
documents relating to Mengele’s case; a film-lecture by Keenan and Weizman;
another film, co-authored by Weizman and one of his doctorate students at
Goldsmiths, the Brazilian architect Paulo Tavares, about the genocides in Guatemala perpetrated under the presidency of Efraín Ríos Montt in the early 80s, and
finally “what Eyal Weizman calls ‘documentary sculptures’ – three-dimensional
prints made from scans of crime scenes, used for police investigation and in
courts and media.”106 In all of this, one name already seems to figure more prominently than the others.
And what about the curator? Like Tavares, Franke also followed the PhD
program at Goldsmiths, but his relationship with Weizman goes further back:
the two already worked together on Territories, a 2003 exhibition at the KW Institute for Contemporary Art in Berlin.107 More recently, Franke and Weizman
co-curated Forensis, a major event, this time at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt
in Berlin, where the work of the entire collective around the Center for Research
Architecture was on display. More specifically, it presents the results of the fiveyear research project Forensic Architecture, led by Weizman with funding the
European Research Council.108 Opening on March 15, 2014 and running for
nearly two months, the exhibition was accompanied by a catalogue of more than
750 pages featuring contributions from 45 individual artists and authors.109 Here
again, one name figures more prominently than the others – Weizman penned
the introduction to the entire volume – but it would not count for much without
all the other names that it brings into play.
But, by all means, let us not get ahead of ourselves. In more than one respect, the project that culminated with the overwhelming statement of Forensis
was first delineated in the slender volume that had accompanied the exhibition
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in Hamburg two years before.110 Both the book and the exhibition were presented under the same heading, Mengele’s Skull, and both announce what Keenan
and Weizman describe as “the advent of a forensic aesthetics.” What, then, might
this enigmatic phrase designate?
At first sight, Mengele’s Skull would simply seem to recount an episode in
the history of war crime investigations. Although the essay sets out, as is almost
unavoidable, with a brief discussion of the Nuremberg and Eichmann trials,
the story begins in earnest only in 1979 – the same year, incidentally, that the
definitive version of “Clues” was published – with the death by drowning of a
certain Wolfgang Gerhard in the Brazilian resort of Bertioga. Six years later, his
remains were exhumed and a forensic investigation could demonstrate beyond
reasonable doubt that the deceased was actually Joseph Mengele, the infamous
SS officer and physician in charge of the medical services at Auschwitz-Birkenau.
After describing the process in some detail, Keenan and Weizman proceed
to situate the methods developed for the investigation in the longer historical
perspective that they had already established. If the Nuremberg trials had relied on the medium of writing – here, “heads of state and military were tried
primarily by reference to the documents that they themselves produced” – the
trial against Adolf Eichmann gave pride of place to “the voices of the victims.”111
According to Keenan and Weizman, this shift in emphasis had profound repercussions outside of the courtroom. As a result of its public impact, the Eichmann
trial brought about nothing short of “a cultural turn towards testimony – the
speech of the witness, the first-person narrative of suffering or trauma.”112 In
sharp contrast to the impersonal character of official documents, such testimonies were paradoxically at their most eloquent when the witness could no longer
bring himself to speak: “it was often in silence, distortion, confusion, or outright
error that trauma – and hence the catastrophic character of certain events – was
inscribed.”113
It is only against this background that Mengele’s case takes on its full significance. Here, words – whether in written or spoken form – have been displaced
by mere things; a skull, not a living face, plays the leading role. As a consequence,
the Mengele investigation represents “the birth of a forensic approach to understanding war crimes and crimes against humanity.”114 In the course of their work,
the international team of experts in charge of the investigation developed and
tested a range of innovative techniques that have since become standard procedure within the forensics profession. On Keenan and Weizman’s interpretation,
“each of these processes did more than introduce new forms of evidence – they
did nothing less than shift the conditions by which that evidence became audible
and visible, the way juridical facts were constructed and understood.”115 Falling
back on Peirce’s semiotic classifications, we may describe this entire development
as a consecutive shift from the symbolic, via the iconic, to the indexical.
So far, the story almost reads like another chapter in Ginzburg’s charting
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of the indicial paradigm. Just like the Italian historian, Keenan and Weizman
ascribe a paradigmatic status to forensics in contemporary culture – a claim that
only seems to grow stronger in the course of their argument. From the very beginning, the turn to forensics already “occurred in parallel across a number of
related fields.”116 With the Mengele investigation, its impact had reached “an expanded public domain” – that is, “a domain that is not limited to courts and press
conferences” – that eventually allowed it to leave its mark “in popular culture at
large.”117 From The Hague to Hollywood, the fingerprints of forensics were soon
showing up everywhere. “Today,” as Keenan and Weizman’s suggestively put it,
“the bones and the flesh of victims and criminals alike have become a common
epistemological matrix on which the discourses of the human sciences, law, and
even popular entertainment increasingly draw.”118
Although his dating differs by almost a century, a ‘common epistemological matrix’ founded on the interpretation of material traces is just about exactly
what Ginzburg delineated in “Clues” – in more or less identical terms, at that.119
And indeed, the similarities between our two cases do not end there. To begin
with, the basic ambition remains the same, although the circumstances have
obviously changed rather drastically since the end of the 70s. As Keenan and
Weizman explain:
Bones lead investigators to bullets, bullets to guns, guns to the soldiers or
policemen who fired them, and the executioners to the officers and politicians who gave the orders. Behind them, there are the ideologies, interests,
fantasies, and organizations that animated the violence in the first place.
Forensics is not about the single object in isolation, but rather about the
chains of associations that emanate from it and connect it to people, technologies, methods, and ideas – the flexible network between people and
things, humans and non-humans, be they documents, images, weapons,
skulls, or ruins.120
Just like in “Clues,” then, forensics holds out the promise of penetrating the
‘clouds of ideology’ – although now in a context closer to the present.121 The prevailing view of microhistory notwithstanding, Ginzburg would also agree that it
is not the detail in itself that is important, but rather what conclusions it allows
you to draw, what conjectures it allows you to make, what constructions it allows you to build – in Weizman’s case in an altogether literal sense.122 For both,
the real interest lies not so much in the things themselves as within the traces
that make them speak: not with Mengele’s bones in themselves, to remain with
Keenan and Weizman – but rather with “the events and effects of a life as it had
been recorded or fossilized into the bones,” transforming them into “the imprint
of a lived life.”123 Apparently, forensics is also a scienza del vissuto, to employ the
deliberately paradoxical expression of Ginzburg and his colleague Carlo Poni.124
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Shall I carry on? When Keenan and Weizman characterize forensic work
as “a patient and systematic reading” of material remains, they effectively turn it
into a subdiscipline of philology – but one that aims to decipher the proverbial
book of nature rather than some script of human invention.125 When, on the other hand, they describe it as “a ‘trial of the bones’, undertaken not in a legal but a
scientific forum” with the intention, that is to say, not of “judging the actions” of
the deceased but merely of “verifying his identity,” they cannot help but conjure
up the specter of Leopold von Ranke, the famous German historian, and with it
the field of modern historiography that he helped institute.126 And when they explain that forensics – “like every other empirical science” – is “a matter of probability” in the sense that it always has to reckon with “the balance of probability
or the margin of error of its findings”, Ginzburg’s vigorous plea for the “insuppressible speculative margin” of his indicial paradigm readily comes to mind.127
The same line of reasoning could easily be pursued down to the most trivial details. For instance, when Keenan and Weizman claim that “science and law
have their own distinct procedures, elasticities, and rigidities in constructing their
facts,” it is difficult – at least with “Clues” in the back of your head – not to think
of Ginzburg’s notion of ‘flexible rigor’ (rigore elastico).128 A few pages into their
argument, we stumble over the figure of the Devil’s advocate, another of the Italian historian’s favorite themes.129 And, as we read on, we gradually realize that
the very composition of Keenan and Weizman’s essay embodies something of
the same cinematic sensibility as Ginzburg’s work: for instance, when the brief
discussion of the Devil’s advocate and its role in medieval canonization processes
is abruptly cut off by three asterisks (Ginzburg would have used his numbered
paragraphs) and the story of the Mengele investigation taken up again with the
cue: “Back in Brazil…”130 In effect, both would seem to employ the same kind of
montage technique, although Mengele’s Skull gives more prominence to images.131
The more such details we adduce, the more difficult the question of how
to account for them becomes to dismiss. Does Keenan and Weizman’s ‘forensic
aesthetics’ constitute an application, however inventive, of Ginzburg’s paradigma
indiziario – or should it rather be conceived as a parallel, but altogether independent development? As if foreseeing my argument, the authors themselves insist
in a passing remark that forensics is “different from the traditional police detective work of looking for clues or reading the physical traces of a suspect’s action”;
however, they fail to provide any explanation as to why or how it differs.132 In
its scientific procedure? In the limitlessness of its scene of investigation? For the
time being, this will have to remain an open question.
As will the underlying question of how Keenan and Weizman’s approach
relates to that of Ginzburg, it would appear: for all the clues that we have examined thus far, the decisive one – that single piece of the puzzle that would make
all the other pieces fall into place – still eludes us. Until we finally stumble over
it – not in Mengele’s Skull, but rather in a footnote in Weizman’s introduction
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to the catalogue of the Forensis exhibition. The passage concerns itself with the
notion of vividness (evidentia) in classical rhetoric, while the note reads:
Quintilian, The Orator’s Education, Book 4, Chapter 2, 63. For a discussion
of this subject see Carlo Ginzburg, Threads and Traces: True False Fictive,
trans. Anne C. Tedeschi and John Tedeschi (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 7–15.133
It may not be much – but for the time being, it is more than enough. A marginal
reference, stowed away in a footnote, is all it takes to turn what began as little
more than speculation into a working hypothesis – to be substantiated by further research, following up our initial question with many others.134 Weizman
cites one of Ginzburg’s recent collections, but the essay to which he refers was
first published – albeit under a slightly different title – in the late 80s.135 Did he
already read it at that point, or only when it reappeared in Threads and Traces?
To what extent is he familiar with Ginzburg’s other writings?136 Was he in the
audience when the Italian historian came to Jerusalem in late 1993 to deliver the
Menahem Stern Lectures, an annual event instituted by the Historical Society
of Israel earlier the same year?137 And how, all things considered, can Weizman’s
explicit reference to Ginzburg help us make sense of Mengele’s Skull?
The most important question, however, is another still. It is not how far
Weizman can be said to follow in Ginzburg’s footsteps, but rather how far he
goes beyond them, thereby, from a certain point of view, improving on the Italian historian’s work. And here, my argument finally comes full circle. Of course,
the differences between them are many – but, to my mind, what really sets the
approach of the Forensic Architecture group apart is their insistence on an active
engagement with a variety of public arenas, something that only can only be
found in nuce in Ginzburg’s writings. This, in its turn, entails a more refined understanding – rather indebted to Bruno Latour – of what it means for something
to become public in the first place.138 Thus, when Keenan and Weizman explain
how “law and science have related but different methods for establishing facts,”
they do not go very far beyond Ginzburg’s argument in The Judge and the Historian, although they focus on a partly different set of scientific practices.139 But
when they go on to observe that public opinion follows “another decision-making calculus”, they overstep the bounds of the paradigma indiziario as Ginzburg
defines it.140 (Then again, we already know that the latter has done so himself – in
practice, if not in theory.)
In fact, this aspect is key to Keenan and Weizman’s idiosyncratic take on
the concept of forensics: “Derived from the Latin forensis, the word’s root refers
to the ‘forum’, and thus to the practice and skill of making an argument before
a professional, political, or legal gathering.”141 Hence, their own working definition on the term as “an archaeology of the very recent past” and, at the same
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time, “a projective practice engaged in inventing and constructing new forums to
come.”142 Weizman subsequently dropped a letter to emphasize this active, projective dimension, effectively reverting to the etymological sense of the word. As
he explained in an interview about the eponymous exhibition: “Our insistence
on forensis rather than forensics is meant to engage with the present, with current political processes – not with a dead body under the microscope but rather
a living one twisting under pain – [and] this requires political understanding
and political intervention.”143 This ambition contrasts sharply – at first sight, at
least – with Ginzburg’s avowed dedication to what is ‘dead’ rather than ‘alive’ in
history.144

.

To sum up, from the point of view adopted here, Weizman’s forensic interventions can be conceived as a kind of ‘historiographic experimentation’ in Ginzburg’s sense – one that is fully in line with the Italian historian’s own perspective
while nevertheless going more than one step beyond it, not least in assuming a
decidedly activist stance.145 The following passage, which concludes Weizman’s
introduction to the Forensis catalogue, brings out the decisive similarities as well
as some rather more ambiguous differences:
It is precisely because the material and media flotsam we have been examining are not the hard evidence of a ‘well-constructed’, peer-reviewed science that they can potentially be in excess of science. Their aesthetic power
exists in their potential for refuting state-sponsored mechanisms of denial,
obfuscation, and manipulation that were established by those that control
not only the depth of space, but also its interpretation.
Unlike science, politics is not driven by a desire for a well-constructed
truth, and unlike law it does not seek to render judgment on past events
from the vantage point of the present order: rather, it is driven by a desire
to change the way things are.
An important component in our ability to respond to political challenges is
the capacity of forensis to move beyond detecting, calculating, processing,
and presenting acts of injustice. Achieving a heightened aesthetic state of
material sensitivity, tuned to weak signals, must be enhanced by a sensitivity to the materiality of politics: this entails an appreciation that whether
you are a building, a territory, a pixel, or a person, to detect is to transform,
and to be transformed is to feel pain.146
Let us begin with the similarities. While Weizman’s ‘material and media flotsam’
might seem worlds apart from Ginzburg’s ecclesiastical archives, the distance is
not all that significant in practice. The important thing here is rather the com270

mon point of departure in what Weizman calls ‘a heightened aesthetic state of
material sensitivity’ – a notion that, as far as I can understand, is directly comparable to what Ginzburg, at the very end of his winding argument in “Clues”,
described as a ‘lower’ form of intuition.147 In other words, both approaches are
intrinsically ‘tuned to weak signals’ – and whether God is in the detail or the
pixel would, again, seem to make little difference. From this common point of
departure also follows, mutatis mutandis, a common adversary: in Ginzburg’s
case, the Galilean paradigm; in Weizman’s case, ‘peer-reviewed science’ with its
‘hard evidence’ (that is, evidence that is taken to speak for itself). While Ginzburg
has subsequently devoted careful attention to the general concept, this particular
conception of evidence is clearly anathema to him as well.
So far, so good: starting out from closely related premises, both Ginzburg
and Weizman go beyond a narrow definition of scientific inquiry. However, when
it comes to the extent of their transgression, things do not look quite as clearcut. Ginzburg’s paradigma may contravene the dominant conception of science,
but Weizman’s approach is altogether ‘in excess of science’ – at least ‘potentially’.
Depending on the exact meaning of the latter caveat, Ginzburg might well claim
that Weizman takes it one step too far, while Weizman might equally well protest
that Ginzburg fails to follow through. Still, their arguments would seem to be
headed in the same overall direction. A similar ambiguity is evident in other regards as well. For instance, Weizman’s invocation of ‘aesthetic power’ must seem
highly objectionable from Ginzburg’s perspective – but does not every promising
case have something of the je-ne-sais-quoi about it?148 On the other hand, and
pace his own occasional statements to the opposite, the sensitivity to what Weizman calls ‘the materiality of politics’ – more bluntly, to pain – is definitely present
in Ginzburg’s work, as the harrowing torture scene that concludes The Cheese
and the Worms attests to.149 As before, this is a difference in degree rather than in
kind: more implicit and subdued in one case, more explicit and severe in the other. One could perhaps think of Weizman’s forensis as an instantiation of the same
paradigma indiziario, but unfettered from Ginzburg’s ‘psychological armor’.
Which, then, if any, is the decisive contrast between the two approaches?
The ‘desire to change the way things are’ might seem like the watershed here
– but, as I have already argued, scientific inquiry should reasonably be seen as
another way of doing just that: surely, without publicly testable procedures of
telling true from false, the world would be a very different place.150 To my mind,
what really sets Ginzburg and Weizman apart is simply the historical situation.
While their aims are virtually identical – to ‘dissolve the ideological clouds [of]
fully developed capitalism’ in one case, to disrupt ‘state-sponsored mechanisms
of denial, obfuscation, and manipulation’ in the other – it was arguably still reasonable for Ginzburg, writing in the late 70s, to think that he could contribute
to this ambitious goal – if ever so slightly – using traditional academic means.151
In contrast, as a result of the continuing structural transformation of the public
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sphere throughout the late 20th century, contemporary academic discourse has
increasingly ceased to act as a social force in its own right – a fact that could be
seen to necessitate the kinds of interventionist tactics proposed by Weizman and
associates.
If we do choose to adopt such unconventional methods, however, we
should take care not to – yet another time – throw out the baby with the bath
water. For the brand of artistic-academic activism propounded by Weizman, the
epistemological discretion increasingly evident in Ginzburg’s writings is not only
a necessary corrective, but also an indispensible tool and even a weapon. A great
many things may have changed since “Clues” first saw the light of day, but the
opposition between ‘rationalism’ and ‘irrationalism’ remains just as fruitless.
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