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The Morelli Method 
and the Conjectural Paradigm as Narrative Semiotic
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In The Sign of  Three: Dupin, Holmes, Pierce, Carlo Ginzburg claims 

that “the art connoisseur and the detective may well be compared, each 

discovering, from clues unnoticed by others, the author in one case of  

a crime, in the other of  a painting” (82). He is writing about the Morelli 

Method, a model of  art authentication based on trifling details, as opposed 

to central elements of  composition. Morelli’s theory, later explored in 

its broad-ranging implications by Ginzburg, is that these details are less 

subject to conscious control and are therefore more particular to the 

specific artist. Further, they are less likely to be copied by a pupil or 

imitator, and thus are more reliable as a means of  attributing artwork. 

From the start of  his research, Ginzburg saw the Morelli Method 
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not only as connoisseurship, but as a way of  reading, of  deciphering both 

paintings and crimes. The clues of  an author’s individuality are left behind 

in unconscious traces, be it a particular flourish in the drafting of  an ear, 

or in the fingerprints at a crime scene, and can be used to attribute the 

act of  either creation or transgression. In a classically Morellian analysis 

of  various paintings by Giovanni Bellini, George Martin Richter writes 

“These subconscious elements are, in fact, more or less uncontrolled 

emanations of  the true psychological character of  the artist” (Richter 

288). This view, while perhaps encouraged by Morelli, may be untenable 

in a contemporary context where the “true psychological character 

of  the artist” has been problematized. However, it demonstrates the 

fundamental principle of  Morelli’s method: that the identity of  the creator 

of  an artwork is expressed most reliably in those aspects of  the artwork 

least attended to by the artist. Ginzburg sees this method spanning both 

forwards and backwards, as the root of  a conjectural paradigm beginning 

with hunters and diviners, and succeeded by doctors, psychoanalysts 

and detectives, all focusing on the specific case rather than the general 

principle, and all putting together tiny clues (or symptoms) to construct 

an objective truth otherwise unavailable.

Yet, what may be important to remember is that when the truth to 

be discovered is inscrutable, or as in the case of  fiction, where “truth” 

is a product of  the text, the matter becomes less one of  discovering the 

truth, and rather one of  establishing it. In implementing Morelli’s Method 

(or its principles), one is not simply utilizing a new tool to access a truth 

that lay inaccessible (or indecipherable); but he is also creating a new 

discourse of  truth, a new way to establish the authorship of  a crime or 

painting with all its corollary responsibilities and accolades. One could 

argue that at its very inception, the Morelli Method was always-already a 

discourse rather than a tool, a linguistic system rather than an objective 

device. Ginzburg himself  paves the way for such a reading, especially in 
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his early research, where he calls the paradigm “semiotic,” though he will 

later call it “conjectural”.1 Whatever its past, one can say that the Morelli 

Method—and the inductive paradigm that underlies it – has reached 

that state now. With its mass dissemination as the subject of  art and 

its subsequent transformation into an object of  representation open to 

manipulation and internal critique, it has accrued the potential to both 

reveal truth and to obscure it.

Ginzburg traces the origins of  the conjectural paradigm back into a 

mythic past of  trackers and mystics before locating its heritage in Medicine, 

Psychoanalysis, Anthropology, and other disciplines concerned with 

reading past events through their traces in the present. The conjectural 

paradigm, he notes, inevitably also becomes the province of  the police, 

and is used to significant ends during the period of  European history when 

an interest in fixing the identity of  the criminal starts to develop within 

the state to prevent recidivism (104). This process, pioneered by Bertillon 

and others, whereby the individual identity was measured, codified, and 

written down on cards to be placed in an archive, became more than a 

highly systematic tool for figuring out if  an arrested person had been 

arrested before. It also conventionalized the markers that defined physical 

identity. It forcibly individualized people according to these markers, 

and thus became a method for deciding, as much as discovering, what 

constituted identity. There is a striking parallel here, as Ginzburg notes, 

between Morelli’s analysis of  body parts in isolation: ears, noses, etc., 

and Bertillon’s system in the French police apparatus, which measured 

these same characteristics. In art connoisseurship, one may simply be 

attributing works, but in reading clues in a criminal case, one is creating 

the identity of  the criminal from them. This second practice casts its 

shadow on the first and introduces the appropriate ambiguity into the 

practice of  connoisseurship, which is, itself, a discourse of  power like any 

other, wherein the determination of  authorship is never a neutral act.
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While the Morelli Method was first used to analyze artwork, its 

underlying paradigm soon became the subject of  artwork, especially when 

it became the preferred technique of  the master crime-solvers of  the 

detective story. Rather than functioning solely as a way for connoisseurs 

or detectives to put a name to a painting or crime, it is also a way for a 

novel, television show, or other form of  narrative to convey meaning. In 

these mediums, identification is necessarily indissociable from troping 

and archetypal networks of  signification. As a result, when an investigator 

begins to collect clues, he creates an image of  an individual qua criminal, 

even more than he identifies that individual as the perpetrator of  a specific 

crime. This process, relying on metonymy, involves the reading of  trifling 

markers to reach fixed types. By doing so, it becomes the underlying concept 

behind characterization, as well as foreshadowing and other narrative 

devices, in which small signs become significant through their relation 

to later events.2 When the paradigm enters popular conception through 

a narrative medium, the process of  detection or identification is merged 

with the processes of  plot development and characterization to such an 

extent that their purposes become ambiguously mixed. It is also important 

that in its imbrications with tropological processes, the operation of  the 

conjectural paradigm begins to develop the conventionalized usages that 

allow it to control, rather than simply discover, meaning.

This transition is facilitated in part by the ubiquity of  the paradigm’s 

manifestation within works of  art.3 Like other models of  detection and 

policing, the conjectural paradigm has long since been assimilated into 

popular culture and is so widely disseminated that it is subject to parody 

(as in the case of  The Naked Gun or Get Smart). However, it is also subject, 

in and through these modes, to a certain process of  conventionalizing 

where the practice of  picking out the irrepressible clues of  a suspect’s 

identity has lost its role as a radical or novel form of  detection. In fact, it 

could not have become the subject of  parody if  it had not been calcified 
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through usage and entered popular knowledge. Any paradigm thus reified 

no longer enjoys the authority that allows it to remain invisible. Thus, it is 

made into a thing—an object of  representation—one paradigm among 

many paradigms. 

Even beyond this, the manipulation of  the convention of  the paradigm 

has become common in its representations. The new breed of  master 

criminal eludes capture by planting false evidence, thereby hijacking the 

paradigm’s meaning-making machine in such a way that he becomes 

the author of  an alternate explanation of  the crime: the frame-up. His 

counterpart, the new master detective, is distinguished by his ability to see 

through the ruse, usually because it is “too perfect.” The “too-perfect” 

crime narrative is pivotal in a genre in which the forms have become so 

ossified as to necessitate the transformation of  the trope of  the detective 

who, like the reader or viewer, can now see through the artifice. 

Nowhere is it clearer that the conjectural paradigm fixes or 

determines—rather than discovers or reveals—identities, than when one 

analyzes a work of  detective fiction. While the plot and exposition of  a 

crime narrative rely on the illusion that the criminal is pre-existent and that 

he leaves behind the clues of  his identity, in the material reality of  the text, 

the criminal emerges as the product of his clues. It has become conventional 

in some stories to reveal the identity of  the culprit before the detective 

begins solving the crime (as in Columbo); yet, it is more common, as in 

the Sherlock Holmes tradition, to discover the criminal (and the narrative 

of  the crime) only after his identity has been aggregated by the signs he 

left behind. While the crime is supposed to be chronologically anterior 

to the solving of  it, in the material text, the details of  the crime are 

described only in the last few minutes of  the show, as is the criminal’s full 

identity. The detective uses the traces left in the present to lay out which 

criminal will appear (in handcuffs) in the future, and what explanatory 

reconstruction of  the crime will also occur there (ala Murder She Wrote). 
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Here, it is made clearer through the inverted chronology of  the genre 

that, at least in art, the process is one of  determining something that will 

follow, rather than discovering something that has already taken place.

There are, however, more significant ramifications to this process 

than who will be led out in handcuffs. There is a symbolic exchange 

going on, as well. The generative crisis in the detective story is that the 

crime has been insufficiently signified; it is an indecipherable event that 

suggests a realm of  secrets, impermissible in a police paradigm of  total 

surveillance. A sufficiently astute reader is needed to assign meanings 

to the crime’s detritus. In the extra-artistic world, one can reasonably 

assert that he is in fact “deciphering” latent meanings; yet, in the realm 

of  a drama, one is creating the meanings for an event that does not have 

them—meanings, such as, who committed the crime and why. All of  

these things take form only as they are constructed through time and 

movements of  the text, and as the clues are revealed and interpreted. 

When the detective or the viewer arrives at an explanation for the crime, 

these signs become simultaneously invested with meaning.

To put it bluntly, the conjectural paradigm not only represents a 

method of  reading symptoms or clues to discover an obscured truth, 

but of  creating new subjective and discursive truths. As such, it has 

no fixed allegiance to a particular event, phenomenon, truth, or fact; 

rather, it can be used by any sufficiently skilled individual or group to 

create facts and manufacture truths. Its very presence in fiction, which 

has no relation to specific facts or events, belies this. In order to better 

understand the workings of  this, I will turn next to an institution of  pop 

culture: The Law and Order television series. It is tempting to examine 

the broad characteristics of  the Law and Order franchise as a whole, to 

trace the development and standardizations of  its formulas, as well as its 

deviations, and to dissect the way that such a standardization amounts 

to an ideological language unique to the show.4 But for my purposes, 
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Law and Order is only a filter through which to view the operation of  the 

conjectural paradigm. 

Law and Order participates in and contributes to the conjectural 

tradition with a slight variation from the norm, as the role usually 

inhabited by a single detective is shared among various parties associated 

with either the executive or juridical apparatus. The police and the district 

attorney’s office are jointly in search of  the clues that will give up the 

criminal and then mark him so indelibly that a jury of  his peers will 

convict him. While the conjectural paradigm is at work throughout both 

halves of  the episodes, it is substantially more prevalent in the first half, 

where location and identification of  the suspect is paramount. While it is 

arguable that the second phase of  the program’s format, which features 

legal wrangling, continues this work, it does so to a diminished degree 

because the suspect has usually by this time been sufficiently marked or 

identified to the audience. The focus then shifts towards making that 

mark known to other characters, such as judges and juries. However, as 

if  to correct this deviance, the original series gave rise to spin-offs, such 

as Law and Order: Special Victims Unit. Apart from being more salacious, it 

tends to lose its strict delineation between the policing and prosecuting 

halves.5 In many episodes, the process of  identifying the criminal takes 

precedence over prosecuting him or her, and the typically juridical 

characters take part in the hunt. 

The series’ next spin-off, Law and Order: Criminal Intent, also returns 

to a more conventional narrative of  revelation, and returns more 

completely to the Holmes/Dupin tradition. Criminal Intent originally 

proposed to depict the crime from the criminal’s perspective, and then 

follow the detectives’ attempts to solve it. Over time, however, the format 

became more conventional as the series began to focus on the eccentric 

and erudite protagonist Robert Goren. Goren is, himself, a Holmes or 

Dupin figure, well-versed in a variety of  subjects that allow him to spot 
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the inaccuracies or deceptions in the testimony of  suspects or witnesses.6 

Goren is often the one who “discovers” the identity of  the criminal 

before anyone else and he is always the one who discerns that the criminal 

is manipulating the clues to mislead the police. He has a special knack 

for detecting a frame-up, for knowing when the conjectural paradigm 

is being manipulated. This is a major element of  the significance of  the 

series to the life of  the conjectural paradigm. 

Often, Criminal Intent seems to allude to the fact that it is indebted 

to Morelli. In certain episodes, more explicitly than elsewhere, the 

process of  attributing artwork is merged with the attribution of  criminal 

responsibility. In an episode entitled simply “Art” (2001), a forger is 

identified by the unique way her reproductions deviate from their sources. 

For example, a crescent flourish added to the copy of  a painting recalls the 

forger’s last name: “Moon.” Similarly, in “The Posthumous Collection” 

(2004), broken marbles arranged in artistically staged photographs of  

murder victims turn up in the possession of  the murderer/photographer, 

who has been located based on a psychological profile constructed from 

a reading of  his photos. In both cases, a Morellian analysis of  their work 

creates an indisputable image of  the artist, and in both cases, through the 

design of  the plot, this leads to the attribution of  guilt.

In an attempt to highlight some of  its effects on conjectural thought 

operating at the narrative level, I will look at a specific episode of  Criminal 

Intent entitled “Albatross” (episode 13 of  season 6, director Frank Prinzi). 

The episode opens with a stylized montage juxtaposing shots of  two 

scenes to the score of  “Under Pressure” by David Bowie. The first scene 

is the staging of  a recreational reenactment of  the Hamilton/Burr duel 

by two members of  the New York City political establishment, observed 

by the performers’ gathered friends and families. The second is more 

obscure. The camera shots do not include the face of  the solitary actor. 

Instead, they show the assembly of  a high-powered sniper rifle. Through 
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the rifle’s scope, we see that the gun is aimed at the participants in the 

duel. As the men playing Hamilton and Burr raise their pistols and fire, 

so does the sniper, and the scenes converge as the bullet, racing in from a 

distant location, finds its target and kills the man playing Hamilton. The 

soundtrack begins to fade, and we come out of  the haze of  stylization 

and emerge onto the scene of  a murder.

From here, the episode gets down to the brass tacks of  fixing 

the culprit’s identity. Detectives Goren and Eames arrive on the scene 

and are taken through the particulars by the crime scene investigators. 

Immediately, the conjectural paradigm comes into play as the police 

construct the narrative of  the crime from the tiny effects they find. The 

bullet is located and from it, the model of  the rifle is determined. Next, 

by examining the trajectory of  the bullet, the location of  the shooter 

is identified. At the sniper’s “nest” Goren and Eames find etches in 

the paint where the support bipod of  the rifle was rested and scorched 

marks on the turf  where the hot shell casing ejected. The story is nearly 

complete.

The only information missing is the name of  the shooter; therefore, 

their next job is pinning the crime on someone, and this predictably 

takes up the bulk of  the episode. Following a lead, the detectives speak 

to the duel-master, who reveals that there was a last-minute costume 

change. Judge Layton (the murdered man) was wearing the grey jacket 

that George Pagolis (the other participant in the reconstruction) should 

have worn to the duel. Assuming that the judge was the target of  the hit, 

and that the only person who could have warned the sniper of  the last 

minute switch (so that he would be sure to target the man now wearing 

grey, rather than blue) was George Pagolis. The detectives begin to put 

the heat on him. In the mean time, the sniper is identified, and found 

strangled in his apartment. Through conversations with his driver, as well 

as other clues, Goren and Eames learn enough to suspect Pagolis of  both 

Lawrence



112 |

murders and arrest him. While passing through the metal-detector at One 

Police Plaza, it is discovered that Pagolis has, in his coat pocket, the very 

strand of  piano wire used to strangle the sniper and it is disguised as a 

retractable chalk snap-line of  the variety he habitually carries.

Suddenly, Goren begins to suspect the too-tidy nature of  the case 

against Mr. Pagolis. When the captain says that they have enough to hold 

Pagolis, pending further investigation, Goren remarks that it might be 

“a little too much.” More detective work, and a re-reading of  the clues, 

reveals that Pagolis’s driver, Dave Oldren, has contracted the hit on Mr. 

Pagolis out of  sympathy for Pagolis’s wife over the way her husband 

routinely undermined her career. Unfortunately, the sniper, who had 

been told to shoot the man in grey, and was not warned of  the costume 

change (because Dave-O was himself  unaware of  it), shoots the judge 

in error. Dave-O’s backup plan, hastily conceived, is to frame Pagolis for 

the murder so that he will be dispatched to prison, at the very least. This 

leads him to fabricate the evidence leading to Pagolis’s arrest.

The import of  this episode lies in its doubling of  crime narratives. 

Instead of  utilizing a single, obscured narrative that the astute detective 

must tease out of  a set of  clues, there instead exist two sets of  clues 

leading to two plausible narratives. In the first (constructed by Dave-

O), George Pagolis is guilty; in the second (constructed ostensibly by 

“reality”), Dave-O is guilty. This contradictory doubling reveals the way 

that the conjectural paradigm—the process of  using clues to construct a 

narrative of  past events—can be manipulated. It is used in this episode 

to construct both a narrative of  falsehood and a narrative of  truth. The 

possibility of  the first casts a shadow on the second. This dual (duel) 

functioning takes the conjectural paradigm out of  its status as an invisible 

function of  truth, and puts it into the mix as merely a thing, a discourse 

among many, with no special claims to “truth.”

At work in the construction of  these two narratives is the issue of  
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identity and its construction. At different points in the episode, the same 

clues serve first to flesh out the elements of  George Pagolis’s persona 

that will place him socially and fix him as a type, and later identify him 

as the person who killed the sniper. The article in question is the chalk 

snap-line, a tool used to lay straight lines for construction work. Early in 

the episode, Mr. Pagolis is seen absent-mindedly playing with one while 

he waits for his wife. This gesture is polyvalent: it marks him as someone 

who works in construction, which has social ramifications. It also renders 

him distinct from his patrician wife, thereby highlighting aspects of  their 

relationship, and in the context of  the criminal drama and the mob 

mystique, it marks him as someone with possible ties to organized crime. 

Later, the presence of  the snap-line in Mr. Pagolis’ pocket provides a 

link to the death of  the sniper, and falsely identifies him as the murderer. 

Early on, the snap-line was a nexus point for significations based on the 

social class in which it found its most common use. Later, it becomes the 

signifier of  a particularity. No longer just any snap-line, it is the specific 

snap-line rigged with piano wire used to garrote the sniper. It becomes 

evident that the mobility of  signification of  a particular sign is not 

restricted by its actual purpose or use, but rather by its deployment within 

the artwork. The “clue” (or trace or trifle) (or sign or symptom) becomes 

the gathering point of  systems of  signification, such as mobster, blue-

collar worker, or murderer. These need not be significations of  facts, but 

can equally be significations of  connotation, of  characterization, and, in 

certain hands, of  slander, misidentification, etc. 

In “Albatross,” we have a complex functioning of  the conjectural 

paradigm as an object, not only of  artistic representation, but of  

manipulation by the characters within the artwork. Momentarily setting 

aside a more textual analysis, it is significant that the characters themselves 

are able to assign meaning to create false meaning. They create fictions 

within the fiction of  the episode. Further, the episode, the “text” itself, 
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plays with these modes as well, allowing the two conflicting conjectural 

narratives to develop without contradiction. In this new status as object, 

the conjectural paradigm takes on a role that has no privileged relation 

to truth. Rather, it simply works in the hands of  various characters or 

subjects to their ends. It is a set of  rules for organizing signs in the 

interest of  manipulating their interpretation. They use it to create stories, 

and through stories, meanings.

The transformation of  the conjectural paradigm from an inductive 

system to a system of  creating meaning does not involve that great a 

leap. In the realm of  fiction, characterization is a notable hinge point, as 

it operates in the mode of  symptoms and signs, and ends by establishing 

names, identities and meanings. Even in Ginzburg’s hypothesized 

origins of  the conjectural paradigm, narrative—itself  a meaning-making 

system—had its place. The Morelli Method and the conjectural paradigm 

are no longer only the progenitors of  an inductive practice, but of  a 

language based on that practice. It is a language organized metonymically 

and operating through the interplay of  signs. Its birthing place is the 

detective story, but it is certainly not restricted to that zone. However, it 

is through this genre that we can begin to see it step self-consciously out 

of  its role in reading clues to find the criminal, and begin to inhabit its 

role in arranging clues to create meanings.

Notes
1. Ginzburg calls medicine the marquis sciences in the conjectural family because it 

uses the symptoms (semes, signs) of  pathology to construct a larger picture or narrative 
in the form of  a diagnosis that has its conclusion and denouement in treatment and 
recovery. In The Sign of  Three, Ginzburg notes the etymological similarity of  “symptom” 
and “semiotics,” and discusses to a certain extent the implications of  this connection. In 
a precursive paper published in 1979, he referred to the “conjectural paradigm” as the 
“semiotic paradigm,” and focused much on this connection, though he would nuance 
it considerably in later work. However, Ginzburg delves primarily into the practice of  
divination and prognostication from existing signs, and does not transfer this analysis 
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into the realm of  literature, where the same model, with minor variation, can be seen to 
mimic the divination of  meaning when it is actually creating it. His concern is primarily the 
dissemination of  an inductive model and he does not carry its reading into the production 
of  meaning.

2. Ginzburg imagines that early hunters were, in fact, the first storytellers, because of  
what he speculates was their practice of  developing narratives from clues, relying heavily 
on metonymy (89).

3. Certainly, nothing can remain outside the world of  artistic representation for very 
long, even if  we imagine its inception as extra-artistic. The conjectural paradigm is no 
different. In fact, if  one wants to step outside Ginzburg’s hypothesized chronology for the 
paradigm and read only the timeline of  its dissemination, it began with Morelli in artistic 
representation (connoisseurship) and was later worked backwards in time speculatively by 
Ginzburg into pre-history.

4. These formulaic structures acquire the status of  tropes within the genre. I would 
argue that unlike less-broadly disseminated, less well-known, and less long-standing 
artistic forms, Law and Order is capable of  creating or instituting tropes, rather than simply 
deploying them. As character types, relations, or metaphors become calcified and begin to 
recur frequently, they also take on meaning in their variations, rather than in their presence. 
But that is an ambitious claim to be argued at greater length in some other forum.

5. Other, less successful spinoffs, like Trial by Jury and the more recent Conviction, skew 
the other way. With Law and Order having generated a lack by creating the dual arrest/trial 
model, then drifting back towards to arrest in later series, the new spin-offs reestablish the 
balance by concentrating on the juridical apparatus. As their titles imply, these two series 
concentrate on the trial. They also take part less in the conjectural paradigm, as they focus 
more on interpersonal conflict.

6. The series’ writers and producers seem to delight in showing off  the extent of  
Detective Goren’s learning. In addition to his apparent knowledge of  criminal profiling, 
psychology, and biometrics (physiognomy), in several episodes, including the one which will 
be analyzed in this paper, his ability to speak American Sign Language figures prominently, 
even where it seems superfluous. It is also interesting to note that the actor who plays 
Goren, Vincent D’Onofrio, also acted in a 2002 television program called Sherlock, based on 
an adaptation of  Doyle’s character. D’Onofrio played Holmes’ rival, Moriarty.

__________
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