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Abstract: This contribution offers a semiotic analysis of Ferdinando Oreste Nannetti’s (NOF4) graffiti 
on the wall of the psychiatric hospital in Volterra. These inscriptions are examined as a practice that 
simultaneously expresses a condition of deviation and establishes a regime of autonomous normativity. 
The asylum wall–an architectural element of the psychiatric apparatus—serves as the interface where 
heterogeneous normative orders (medical, institutional, existential) come into tension. The paper 
investigates these layered forms of normativity by analyzing the institutional status of the work, the 
space in which it is inscribed, the relationship between the psychiatric “total institution” and its 
internees, and the specific features of schizophrenic enunciation. It argues that the assemblage of these 
elements gives rise to a new precarious process of subjectivation. 

Keywords: NOF4, norm, deviance, enunciation, graffiti 

Résumé : Cette contribution propose une analyse sémiotique des graffitis de Ferdinando Oreste 
Nannetti (NOF4) sur le mur de l’hôpital psychiatrique de Volterra. Ces inscriptions sont examinées 
comme une pratique qui, simultanément, exprime une condition de déviance et institue un régime de 
normativité autonome. Le mur de l’asile – élément architectural du dispositif psychiatrique – 
fonctionne comme une interface où entrent en tension des ordres normatifs hétérogènes (médical, 
institutionnel, existentiel). L’article explore ces formes stratifiées de normativité en analysant le statut 
institutionnel de l’œuvre, l’espace dans lequel elle s’inscrit, la relation entre l’« institution totale » 
psychiatrique et ses internés, ainsi que les caractéristiques spécifiques de l’énonciation schizophrénique. 
Il soutient que l’agencement de ces éléments donne lieu à un nouveau processus, précaire, de 
subjectivation. 
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1. Introduction  

Writing on walls is, as commonly known, an act of norm violation. From early childhood, we are 

taught not to write on walls, a prohibition that persists throughout our lives. The wall operates as a 

mechanism of power imbued with different meanings: it separates, defines boundaries, and privatizes 

space. Precisely for this reason, graffiti has become a privileged object of inquiry for both sociosemiotics 

and cultural semiotics. To write on a wall is not merely to break a rule, but to assert another one: within 

a political space, wall inscriptions often mark the clash between competing normative systems and 

identity formations, revealing dynamics of power, tacit contracts, and zones of tolerated deviance (Colas-

Blaise 2023; Migliore 2023; Mastroianni 2013; Gonçalves & Milani 2022). 

This article examines a particular case of wall-writing through the lens of a semiotic of norms. The 

writer is an “abnormal” (Foucault 1999): someone excluded from the normative space of common sense, 

confined to a psychiatric institution that stripped him of his identity and replaced it with a clinical label 

(Goffman 1961). I propose to show how, within the tension between abnormality, normalization, and 

resistance, this act of inscription gives rise to the possibility of a self-normative regime of meaning. 

2. The Graffiti at the Volterra Asylum 

This article examines the graffiti etched onto the walls of the psychiatric hospital in Volterra, Italy. 

These inscriptions were created by Ferdinando Oreste Nannetti, a schizophrenic patient who identified 

himself as NOF4, during nine of his twenty years of confinement. Between 1959-1961 and 1968-1973, 

Nannetti carved an immense, delusional epic on the external walls of the Ferri and Charcot pavilions (a 

text approximately 180 meters long and two meters high). 

 

Fig. 1. A small portion of NOF4 inscription, ph. Rossodibolgheri, taken on 23 November 
2008, uploaded on Flickr on 23 November 2008 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/rossodibolgheri/3054084644/in/photostream/ ©CC 
BY-NC-SA 2.0 

Today, only about forty meters of this monumental work remain. The inscriptions are hermetic 

and difficult to decipher, resisting translation and interpretation. Nevertheless, NOF4’s graffiti has 

attracted attention from novelists, filmmakers, curators, linguists, and literary scholars. A constellation 

of fragmentary, layered, and often contradictory interpretations has emerged around the artwork. This 

article does not aim to offer a more exhaustive account than those already available. Rather it explores 

how this artwork embodies a space of tension, where conflicting norms coexist: the medical and the 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/rossodibolgheri/3054084644/in/photostream/
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existential, the institutional and the pathological, confinement and emancipation, preservation and 

oblivion. 

That such a convergence of opposing forces can coexist within the artwork is due to its unique 

semiotic status. Nannetti’s graffiti exemplify what Michel Foucault termed a “charred root of meaning” 

(Foucault 1961: xxxii): a voice of madness emerging from the silence imposed by asylum isolation. Yet, 

in order to be heard, this voice must be mediated, translated, and reinscribed by various interpretive 

instances circulating within the encyclopedia (Eco 1975; Paolucci 2020). Foremost among these is a 

particular Law, which—as with any Law—marks a radical shift in semiotic relations (Bassano 2022). 

3. The Basaglia Law and the Dual Status of the Workart 

Nannetti’s graffiti were created during his confinement at the Volterra psychiatric hospital until 

1973 when he was transferred elsewhere. By then, several asylum wards—including the Ferri and 

Charcot pavilions—had already been abandoned. His inscriptions remained exposed to the weather 

elements, quietly bearing witness to the life of one confined subject among many. 

The status of the work changed radically on May 13, 1978, with the enactment of Law 180 (the 

Basaglia Law) which mandated the closure of psychiatric hospitals throughout Italy. This new legal 

framework reconfigured relationships between the artwork and its context, memory and oblivion, voice 

and silence. Paradoxically, the dismantling of psychiatric institutions threatened to erase the voices they 

had previously suppressed, making Italy’s deinstitutionalization process also an act of confronting a 

difficult heritage. Often, however, this legacy was neither recognized nor protected, leading to the loss 

of significant artifacts. Volterra was no exception: from 1973 onward, Nannetti’s inscriptions were left 

unattended, slowly deteriorating. 

It was only in 1979 that psychiatric nurse Aldo Trafeli, sculptor Mino Trafeli, and photographer 

Pier Nello Manoni began a systematic documentation of the inscriptions. Their work culminated in 1985 

with the publication of NOF4—Il libro della vita, a photographic catalogue issued by the local health 

authority in Pisa, documenting graffiti that had already undergone significant deterioration. 

In the years that followed, Nannetti’s work began to attract growing interest from critics, 

journalists, and curators. Yet the physical conditions of the pavilions continued to undermine its 

preservation. It was only in 2010 that the local non-profit organization Inclusione, Graffio e Parola was 

entrusted by the Pisa health authority with the preservation of the graffiti. In 2011, a dedicated exhibition 

was organized at the Museum of Art Brut in Lausanne. In 2014, following an arduous restoration 

process, an eight-meter section was permanently relocated to the Lombroso Museum in Volterra, which 

is owned and managed by the local health authority (ASL). 
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Fig. 2. Ph. Paolo Lottini, Ex Manicomio di Volterra, taken on 17 December 2016, 
Uploaded on Flickr il 27 February 2017, 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/pepe50/33151081195 ©CC BY-NC-SA 2.0 

 

Fig. 3. Manicomio di Volterra project. Section of the NOF4 graffiti preserved in the 
museum. Photo taken on March 20, 2024, and included in the descriptive record for the 

Lombroso Pavilion: https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/padiglione-lombroso/ © 
License granted by the Manicomio di Volterra project 

Today, Nannetti’s work maintains a double semiotic status (Basso Fossali 2002). On one hand, it 

remains as a fragile residual fragment, vulnerable to weathering, physical deterioration, and semiotic 

erosion. Like most wall inscriptions, it is inevitably destined to fade—to undergo unintended erasure, 

resulting in the potentialization and eventual virtualization of its meanings (Fontanille & Zilberberg 

1998; Paolucci 2020). From this perspective, the graffiti appears as an insignificant trace of an 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/pepe50/33151081195
https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/padiglione-lombroso/
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abandoned structure, an institutional apparatus whose function was exhausted with the implementation 

of Law 180. In this reading, the wall becomes mere debris: obsolete, abandoned, and devoid of purpose. 

On the other hand, part of the work has been preserved, restored, and installed within a museum. 

It has undergone a shift in material and symbolic status: it is no longer just a trace, but a part of the 

cultural heritage. The intervention of Inclusione, Graffio e Parola may thus be compared—albeit 

cautiously—to musealization processes typical of street art, with all the associated risks of 

decontextualization and semantic transformation (Mazzucchelli 2017). However, the analogy has its 

limits. While in the case of street art, conservation and exhibition often generate tension, potentially 

neutralizing the political charge of the work and triggering semiotic decline, in the case of Nannetti’s 

graffiti, the operation serves a different function: to prevent the complete disappearance of the work. 

 In this case, museum exhibition does not erase the artwork’s original meanings; rather, it anchors 

them within a new interpretive framework. It safeguards memory, though at the cost of a necessary 

resemantization achieved through discursive and spatial rhetorical strategies. Nannetti’s graffiti did not 

originate in the open space of public art, nor was it driven by the same dynamics that inspire urban 

murals or collective visual protests. It does not articulate a collective “we” demanding political visibility 

(Migliore 2023). Instead, it arises from a radically individual gesture, shaped by forces that are 

simultaneously expressive and institutional. This act of wall-writing, therefore, has a distinctive 

character: it does not draw from the shared codes of urban inscription, but emerges from the margins 

of subjectivity, within conditions of coercion. 

At its core, Nannetti’s work can be understood as an attempt to establish an autonomous 

normativity, a creative act inventing its own regime of meaning. Literary and artistic criticism has often 

celebrated this work as a rare example of pure creativity, untouched by political intent (Scabia 1985; 

Tabucchi 1986; Peiry 2020). Yet, we argue, this autonomy cannot be completely separated from the 

normative system of institutional psychiatry within which it was produced. The graffiti emerged 

precisely within a medical framework that both constrained and enabled its expression. The work 

negotiates its visibility through that very institutional logic, often in ways that are not openly 

oppositional but, at times, reconciliatory. It is in this sense that the Lombroso Museum context appears 

as a paradoxical return: the work is preserved and recognized, yet within a setting that highlights the 

structure of psychiatric authority from which it emerged. The exhibition space, for instance, is more an 

archive than a conventional museum. It is owned by the local health authority, whose administrative 

offices are located in the same building. Access to the room is restricted and granted only by special 

permission, with a limited number of visitors allowed at a time.  Moreover, at the heart of a museum 

named after Cesare Lombroso (the father of criminal anthropology) Nannetti’s voice emerges from 

within a space populated with psychiatric records and diagnostic instruments. In Nannetti’s case, the 

Lombroso Museum setting reverses the inside—outside dynamic between psychiatric discourse and the 

patient’s voice: the “mad” subject is once again spoken for, reabsorbed into a medical narrative that 

asserts interpretive control through a set of legislative, institutional, and spatial norms. 
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Fig. 4. Manicomio di Volterra project. Illustrated map of the Lombroso Museum spaces. 
Reproduced as Fig. 1 on the webpage https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/lesposizione-

di-oggetti-psichiatrici/. © License granted by the Manicomio di Volterra project 

We may now turn to a closer analysis of the work, setting aside for a moment the spatial regimes 

that have shaped its status. The graffiti presents us with a contested object: a wall that functions as a 

densely meaningful site. As we will show, it becomes the medium through which a story of confrontation, 

resistance, and subjectivation is inscribed. 

4. The Wall as a Dispositif of Individuation 

In semiotic theory, the wall has often been described as a space of frontier (Hammad 2003): its 

primary function is to divide, to mark thresholds and disjunctions—between public and private, identity 

and alterity, here and there (Floch 1985; Hammad 2003). 

The wall in this story is not simply a surface contested by two opposing actors, NOF4, the confined 

subject, and the psychiatric institution that contains him. It is also the very apparatus that enables both 

to individuate: a surface through which a social machine and a machine of subjectivation (Deleuze & 

Guattari 1980) become entangled, each giving shape to the other. As Franco Basaglia (1968) already 

observed, the changes in the psychiatric spatial configurations are also changes of the institutional and 

subjective mechanisms that the asylums generate (Galofaro 2015). This process of subjectivation, 

materially anchored in the institutional wall, becomes especially evident in Nannetti’s case: without the 

walls of the psychiatric hospital, not only does the asylum of Volterra cease to exist, but so does NOF4 

(an acronym that includes the number of the ward in which Nannetti was confined). 

https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/lesposizione-di-oggetti-psichiatrici/
https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/lesposizione-di-oggetti-psichiatrici/
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Fig. 5. View of the wall of the Ferri Pavilion. Manicomio di Volterra project. Photograph 
included in the descriptive profile of NOF4: https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/oreste-

fernando-nannetti-nof4/ © License granted by the Manicomio di Volterra project 

Without the wall, the psychiatric institution loses its structure, its form of control, and the 

biopolitical mechanisms by which it administers the bodies of the internees (Foucault 2003). In the 

institutional attempt to normalize the abnormal, control must become pervasive; practices are 

formalized into protocols (Fontanille 2008), and strategic interactions between individuals are 

increasingly programmed (Landowski 2006). Psychiatric institutions have historically operated as 

“total institutions” (Goffman 1961), designed to dispossess individuals of their prior identity and replace 

it with one produced by the system and imposed through stigmatizing psychiatric labels (Goffman 1963). 

At Volterra, the Ferri and Charcot pavilions were designated for high-surveillance cases. Nannetti 

was confined there after assaulting a public official in 1956, and thus occupied a liminal space between 

the juridical category of the criminal and the clinical figure of the incurable. He incarnates, in this sense, 

the very notion of the “abnormal” (Foucault 1999). Here we witness a first layer of normative tension—

internal to the logics of psychiatry itself. The institution seeks to contain a rebel, who in turn fulfills the 

role the system has already assigned to him: rebellion.  

Nannetti had transgressed a norm, and for this he had been institutionalized. Yet his wall-writing 

was not overtly subversive: the “abnormal” subject is expected to rebel: attacking public figures, writing 

on walls. Even wall-writing, in fact, was accommodated by the logic of the institution: it was the 

psychiatric nurse Aldo Trafeli who permitted Nannetti to inscribe the wall, precisely because the act was 

deemed harmless. As Goffman reminds us, these small acts of exchange and assistance between staff 

and patients within psychiatric institutions serve primarily to sustain the institution itself. They function 

https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/oreste-fernando-nannetti-nof4/
https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/oreste-fernando-nannetti-nof4/
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as institutionalizing processes, promoting the moral career1 of the mental patient through carefully 

administered rewards (Goffman 1961). 

But what happens to the wall when the rebel writes upon it? And what does the inscripted wall, in 

turn, do to the rebel? 

5. The contagion of the Asylum Wall  

The localized conflict between institution and institutionalized person becomes a symbol that 

reveals the impossibility of the wall to fully contain what it seeks to isolate. Prisons, hospitals, asylums: 

these are all institutions whose walls bear the very signs they are meant to enclose. Madness, as a form 

of unruly alterity, perpetually escapes institutional determination. It bleeds into the structures designed 

to circumscribe it. It contaminates the very categories, discourses, and architectures that attempt to 

silence it. In this sense, the psychiatric wall becomes a boundary that fails to bound. It is not a secure 

frontier, but a liminal zone—what Lotman (1985) would call a border-space of the semiosphere, where 

signs are exchanged, renegotiated, and transformed. It is a threshold marked by ambiguity, 

contradiction, and symbolic tension. One might even say, with Peirce (1976: 3, 851), that the psychiatric 

wall is an indeterminate entity, resistant to binary logics and irreducible to the principle of non-

contradiction. 

There is no need to invoke the extensive corpus of novels and films that depict psychiatric walls 

and figures of the psychiatrist in dark, fearful tones. The walls seem to absorb the pregnances (Thom 

1988) of the madness they contain, becoming hybrid actors. Madness seeps into the institution not only 

symbolically, but structurally, and the wall themselves become a hermaphroditic figure (Serres 1987): 

they blur boundaries and straddle categories, bearing the imprints of what they were built to exclude. 

Precisely because the asylum wall is so symbolically saturated, it is often protected and further 

isolated. Empty zones (fields, groves, thresholds) are introduced as buffers between the institution and 

the city. This spatial distancing is not only practical, but symbolic: it functions as a kind of exorcism, a 

purifying mechanism aimed at dissolving the excesses of madness as it seeps from institutional walls. 

Volterra is no exception: the asylum stands on a hill, physically removed from the town, buffered by a 

small forest and an open green space. This distance materializes what Mary Douglas (1966) would call a 

symbolic boundary—one that channels impurity away from the social center and into controlled 

peripheries. 

                                                             

1 In Asylums, Goffman’s notion of moral career describes the sequential changes in an inmate’s self-concept and 
moral status as they adjust to life within a total institution. It tracks how the person gradually adopts the 
institutional identity and sheds their former self. 
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Fig. 6. Aerial view of Volterra, with the museum location marked. The red area highlights 
the green zone that separates the site from the town center © OpenStreetMap 

https://www.openstreetmap.org/ CC BY-SA 2.0 license Open Database 

This reflection allows us to reframe Nannetti’s act of inscription not simply as a gesture of 

defiance, but as a breach, a fracture, through which madness pierces the wall of its own confinement, 

contaminating the institutional gaze with its cryptic and intimate signs. What speaks through Nannetti 

is another instance: one that embodies and symbolizes, at once, captivity, paralysis, and impossibility 

(Binswanger 1956), and yet also insubordination, indecency, norm violation, and creative resistance to 

power (Deleuze & Guattari 1972). It’s name is schizophrenia. 

6. Nannetti, the Schizophrenic 

The diagnosis attributed to Nannetti is schizophrenia, the “madness par excellence” (Foucault 

1966: 410). In the schizophrenic figure the very concept of abnormality is condensed in its double 

valence. In a recent research we traced the history of the various forms this figure has taken—and 

continues to take—in Western culture (Lobaccaro 2024), showing how schizophrenic irrationality 

emerges as a fundamental alterity that inverts the dominant notions of rationality, identity, and ethical 

conduct. 

Two opposing poles emerge in how this figure has been framed. On one side, in what is considered 

a founding text of modern psychiatry, Kraepelin’s Treatise on Psychopathology, schizophrenic patients 

are described in terms that exemplify cultural abjection. Kraepelin speaks of a loss of decorum, and his 

descriptions are permeated by a tone of disgust at the patients’ failure to conform to socially appropriate 

norms of conduct: they blaspheme, play with their food, and engage in unspeakable uses of their own 

excrement (Kraepelin 1904). 

On the other side, in one of the seminal works of anti-psychiatry, Laing’s The Politics of 

Experience, this deviant rhythm of behavior is not condemned but celebrated. Schizophrenia is reframed 

https://www.openstreetmap.org/
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as an existential condition that dismantles the very structures defining decency and ethical conformity—

structures that, in Laing’s view, generate alienation and systemic violence (Laing 1967). Here, it is not 

the violation of the norm that is problematic, but the norm itself. The schizophrenic thus appears as the 

only truly free subject, precisely because they are entirely insubordinate to the shared normative system. 

And yet, both readings remain ultimately unsatisfying: in the first, schizophrenia is judged from 

within the normative apparatus it disrupts; in the second, because the norm itself is seen as a violation, 

the schizophrenic becomes the one who escapes it by generating their own. Both positions, in the end, 

evaluate the pathological condition from within a normative social framework and fail to consider the 

experiential and vital normativity that the condition itself poses for the subject. 

As Canguilhem argued, illness should not be understood as the absence of norms, but as a form 

of blocked self-normativity, an inability to realize oneself by generating new norms in relation to a given 

environment (Canguilhem 1943). Schizophrenia, in this sense, is a disturbance that forces an exit from 

common sense (Stanghellini 2004; Lobaccaro 2024): its anti-normativity is normative, compelling a 

constant flight of a subject unable to stabilize a coherent identity and who becomes lost in their own 

delusion. 

7. The schizographic enunciation between restrictions and creativity 

Among the normative constraints imposed by pathology, there is a specific modulation of 

language and expression known as schizophasia and schizographia (Piro 1967). Many of its distinctive 

features are traceable in Nannetti’s work: the erratic juxtaposition of alphanumeric symbols and icons 

(images and diagrams), which forces the observer into a continuous, abrupt, and unjustified shift 

between alpha and beta modes of perception (Eco 1997); the playful manipulation of language, with 

persistent returns to its expressive dimension through word lists that generate alliterations (ex. 

“Decollare = collegio = collo= colline = coltello = colon = cervi Forlanini Carlo Clinica 378” Peiry 2020, 

p.35); and the presence of stereotypies, horror vacui, and scriptio continua. All these phenomena are 

typically associated with schizophasic expression (Cardella 2017), which also appear in the preserved 

letters Nannetti sent to his relatives. These linguistic and rhythmic disruptions carry what Kraepelin 

famously called “the imprint of inopportunity”. In his treatise, he places the phenomena of schizophasia 

and verbigeration immediately after describing indecorous behaviors such as public masturbation 

(Kraepelin 1907: 179-181). And yet, the very same expressive features that psychiatry interprets as 

disordered are precisely those that invite aesthetic appreciation. Critics associated with Art Brut, for 

instance, have celebrated such irregular and excessive forms, recognizing in schizophrenic production a 

set of affinities with various aesthetic movements as modernism or futurism (Peiry 2020; Sass 1992).  

From a psychiatric point of view, such writing could be described as a disorder: a deviation from 

normative syntax and semantics. Yet from a semiotic perspective, this deviation is precisely a 

reorganization of meaning in a schizophrenic experience (Lobaccaro 2023). It is not the breakdown of 

meaning, but the eruption of a different regime of sense that is intensely singular, self-referential, and 

structurally unstable. Schizophrenia thus appears as a double figure it marks both the impossibility of 

inhabiting a shared world and the invention of a world entirely one’s own. In this tension, we find a 

productive ambiguity at the line between dysfunction and creation, abnormality and innovation, that is 

never fully stable. 
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8. Writing Against the Wall, Writing through the Wall 

The patient has at his disposal a buckle with a prong and a wall—tools of subjective limitation 

which, through a form of material engagement (Malafouris 2013), become a pen and a blank sheet 

capable of reclaiming expressive potential. 

The departure from the hospital dimension begins when, with an initial act of inscription, 

Nannetti transforms the wall into a material support for writing and attempts to carve out an ad hoc 

formal support (see Fontanille 2008; Basso Fossali 2013): he draws frames of varying sizes that seem 

to suggest the outline of a page, a further attempt to escape and resemanticize the wall itself. 

 

Fig.7. Ph. Paolo Lottini, Nannettaicus Meccanicus santo della cellula fotoelettrica, taken 
on December 17, 2016, uploaded to Flickr on February 27, 

2017https://www.flickr.com/photos/pepe50/33108854206 © CC BY-NC-SA 2.0 

Yet this operation is not always possible: the writing surface often resists appropriation, asserting 

its own autonomy and becoming an antagonistic instance. Its very structure reclaims the function for 

which it was built, preventing the patient from freely traversing its surface and reshaping it according to 

his desires for escape. Thus, the frame is interrupted, and the writing must readjust its boustrophedic 

syntax, contending with rough textures, corners, and the breaks created by windows and bars. Here, the 

asylum wall through its materiality embodies the normative function of the psychiatric institution: it 

marks the threshold and the limit of the patient’s expressive will.  

The material is not entirely resistant to inscription, as we can observe by looking at the plastic 

dimension of writing and the figures we recognize as letters on the wall (Greimas 1984). What takes 

shape here is an interaction between form and matter, between support and anchoring, that could be 

seen as a kind of material adjustment that interferes with the creation of a form through its own form 

(Focillon 1934), generating a correspondence between project and material (Ingold 2020). 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/pepe50/33108854206
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Fig. 8. Detail of the writing and drawings. Manicomio di Volterra project. From: NOF4 – 
Fernando “Oreste” Nannetti – Manicomio di Volterra – La scrittura di NOF4, 

https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/oreste-fernando-nannetti-nof4/ © License granted 
by the Manicomio di Volterra project 

The letters appear harsh, angular, devoid of curves and drawn in straight lines, almost Etruscan 

in appearance. They emerge as symbols from the convergence of multiple forces: the materiality of 

cement and mortar, the sharpness of the metal prong, the expressive modalities typical of schizophrenia, 

and Nannetti’s will to construct a private code through which he might escape into his own world. 

Between the heteronormative dimension represented by the institution and the set of biological 

and vital norms that both place Nannetti in the position of a schizophrenic and an institutionalized 

patient, the wall’s materiality and the buckle, fused with a delusional imagination, function as 

transitional objects (Winnicott 1971). They open up a space of play, a fictive dimension (Basso Fossali 

2009) onto which a personal universe can be inscribed, or an identity held in place. Within the conflict 

between different level of normativities and the indeterminacy that arises from it, a new possibility for 

meaning and sense-making emerges (Basso Fossali 2017). Within the enunciative concatenation of 

institutional norms, psychopathological structure, and material engagements, there emerges the 

possibility of instituting a ratio, a new code capable of opening a space for alternative subjectivation 

(Paolucci 2020). 

9. Wall Writing as a Space of Subjectivation 

We have already observed how the wall functions as a biopolitical apparatus of separation, but we 

have yet to emphasize how it also operates as a site of aggregation and assemblage—a condition of 

possibility for the reinscription of new forms of subjectivity through acts of rewriting and 

https://www.manicomiodivolterra.it/oreste-fernando-nannetti-nof4/
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resemantization (Migliore 2023). While it distinguishes between identity and alterity, the wall can 

become a space for the reconstruction of the same alterity it delineates. 

In this sense, the wall of Volterra is both a sign of institutional power—where normativity operates 

in a prescriptive and repressive mode—and a potential space for subjectivation that escapes the codes 

imposed by the system. Within those very structures designed to hetero-normalize individuals deemed 

dangerous, deviant, unfit, or incapacitated, the possibility emerges for acquiring a voice, a form of 

expression grounded in self-normativity and situated beyond the pathological framework (Canguilhem 

1943). By acting as a writing attractor, the wall becomes a territory of deterritorialization (Deleuze & 

Guattari 1980). 

Nannetti’s wall-writing thus configures itself as a mode of subjectivation that is both alternative 

and dependent to the system of relations in which it is embedded: it unfolds on the surface that confines 

the patient—compelled by the same delusional drive that led him to be institutionalized in the first place.  

Indeed, schizophrenic forms of expression—long dismissed throughout the twentieth century as 

senseless—reveal their full semiotic power once freed from the normative gaze of medical discourse 

(Basaglia 2017). They function as strategies for managing a different order of meaning, rooted in 

psychopathological experience and oriented toward pragmatic ends. 

Like glossolalia that is frequent in psychiatric institutions and often used by patients to block 

psychiatrists from accessing their thoughts (Piro 1992), the expressive code invented by Nannetti serves 

to safeguard the delusional content he inscribes onto the wall. This becomes especially clear when one 

compares his wall-writing with the private letters he sent to his relatives (Trafeli 1985: 114). In his private 

correspondence, the writing is perfectly intelligible and adapted to communicative purposes, whereas 

on the wall it establishes an idiosyncratic reading code that Nannetti gradually revealed to his friend 

Trafeli, after repeatedly emphasizing that what he had written concerned private and personal matters.  

Thanks to the work of Trafeli and the Institute for Computational Linguistics in Pisa, the code 

inscribed on the wall has now been deciphered. Today, we can glimpse the universe where the 

enunciative instance displaces itself. It is a delusional universe where no narrative continuity holds. The 

language is telegraphic, fragmentary, and descriptive. What emerges is a fascination with vast quantities, 

imaginary technologies, telecommunications, and electricity, along with frequent references to 

Nannetti’s own theories of telepathy. There is a clear attraction to distant lands (the USA, the Kremlin, 

France, England, Japan) as well as extended digressions on space travel and the materials needed to 

undertake such journeys. We can identify a passion for the elsewhere, for the infinite, for outer space 

that works as counterpoint to a condition of absolute confinement. 

In this imaginary world, we encounter a multitude of figures bearing the surnames Corazzi and 

Nannetti. These are imagined relatives such as Pio XIII, Alberto the Monkey Corazzi, Amedeo of Savoy, 

and various invented siblings, alongside real individuals transformed by NOF4’s imagination. All of 

them share his own physical traits: tall and thin, dark-haired, with Y-shaped noses, narrow mouths, and 

distinctly “spinaceous” features. These are the surrogate figures who take the place of Nannetti’s real 

family. Over more than twenty years of institutionalization, not a single relative ever came to visit him. 

The writing functions as a rewriting of the patient’s world. On the wall one can read the phrase: 

“The whole world is mine.” Here, the theme of wall inscription returns as a strategy of identity 

appropriation (Mazzucchelli 2017) and a privatization of a shared space (Hammad 2003). On the wall, 
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Nannetti inscribes another wall that prevent other patients and psychiatrists from accessing the content 

of his thoughts. This operation reverses the relationship between container and contained: it is no longer 

Nannetti’s thoughts that are enclosed within the walls of the hospital, but his thoughts that become the 

enclosure (involucre, Fontanille 2004) of the institution itself, overturning its power relations. Thus, the 

delusional attempt at appropriation finds its completion, Nannetti’s world is the wall on which he 

projects his narrative universe and its figures, a fictive surface that allows him to separate himself from 

an impoverished reality and from which the fictional universe of NOF4 takes shape. In inventing a 

private code, Nannetti enacts a form of resistance: not only does he establish an alternative normative 

regime of meaning, he also shields his subjectivity from the stigmatizing gaze of the other (Goffman 

1963). His writing becomes an apparatus of existential privacy in response to the stigma of abnormality. 

The asylum wall thereby intensifies its status as an apparatus, becoming what Foucault (1988) would 

call a technology of the self: a surface that enables the individual, even under coercion, to constitute 

themselves as a subject. 

Nannetti does not merely survive the norm: he writes himself into being. He enacts his own self-

determination upon a surface already marked by psychiatric power. This is a case in which subjectivity 

does not simply oppose power, but passes through it, bends it, attempts to fold it into its own narrative—

and yet, that attempt is never fully realized. 

10. A suspended gesture, a local escape  

Everything in this story speaks of an impossible escape: a form of writing born from the need to 

establish a self-normative response to the abnormality imposed by the system—a desperate attempt to 

invent one’s own rules in order to evade pathologization. The wall and the belt buckle serve at once as 

instruments of confinement and as openings toward expression. Yet the content of this imagined escape 

remains captive to the very delusion that drives it, halting the generative force of schizophrenic 

creativity. Every attempt to break into a fictional universe is abruptly interrupted by sudden 

embrayages—narrative pivots that bring the institutional void back into focus. Within this structure, the 

inscription is strictly regulated: the patient’s world is limited to the two hours of outdoor time permitted 

each day. For the rest, he remains caught in the machinery of psychiatric control—subjected to coercion, 

electroshock, and corporal punishment.  

Meanwhile, the portion of the inscription preserved in the museum no longer covers the wall of 

the institution. Quite the opposite: it is now itself re-inscribed by the museum’s clinical and normative 

institutional frame, while the most part of the inscription on the asylum wall has been worn down by 

time. The inscription—and the narrative it carries—is not simply a sign of resistance to normative power, 

nor does it fully accomplish the task of self-normation: it is a suspended gesture, a local escape. 

Nannetti’s wall-writing is not merely a clinical trace or a singular exception, it is the material inscription 

of a conflict, an enunciative act that traverses and transforms the very normative structures meant to 

contain it. On the walls of the asylum, the schizophrenic subject reclaims a space of expression within 

the limits of an institutional device, simultaneously inhabited and resisted. The wall becomes a 

threshold: between pathology and creativity, between silence and language, between being spoken for 

and speaking from within. 
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What emerges is not a utopian liberation from power, nor a fully autonomous self, but a 

suspended gesture: a local and fragile effort to give form to subjectivity in the midst of constraint. 

Through the fracture of institutional meaning, a new code takes shape: one that does not erase madness 

but writes through it, reassembling the pieces of a disarticulated world. 

In this paradoxical gesture, at once compulsive and deliberate, determined and resistant, NOF4 

inscribes his own name into a space not meant to receive it.  

The wall of the Volterra asylum, apparatus of containment and a surface of inscription, is 

ultimately a site of conflict between heterogeneous norms: the medical and the vital, the institutional 

and the pathological. From within these suffocating constraints, through assemblages and enunciative 

concatenations, a new and fragile and precarious form of subjectivity becomes possible, one that 

inhabits a fictional world that is all its own. 
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