Aster*sk

It is one of those universal objects, pre-programmed into our psyche. Perhaps not as
spontaneous as the simple cross which emerges during our first years of mark-making but
no less universal. The three-line cross is an evolutionary stage beyond the primal meta-
language and heralds a more sophisticated anatomy of letterform. We are talking about the
asterisk, its name derived from the Ancient Greek asteriskos, meaning “little star”. It starts
as a graphic expression of existence, a mark in the sand, a scratched glyph on rock and a
doodle from a child’s crayon, but soon establishes itself in the complexity of human
communication. Its readily distinguishable shape affords it important and specific roles in
(for example) coding, linguistics, religion, musical notation, mathematics, social media,
sport, engineering, sciences, education, gaming, typography. It is on your laptop’s keyboard,
on your mobile phone and probably in your kitchen somewhere. It was for so many years
the mysterious fourth terrestrial broadcast channel in the United Kingdom, sitting below
BBC1 BBC2 and ITV. Now it performs magical functions on smart TVs. It is not artificial and
has not been conjured from the imagination of humans. It exists in fossils, plant life, crystals,
crustaceans, worm casts, frost, anatomy, the cosmos. Humankind has glimpsed its
omnipotence and consequently apply it with the joy of the novice. Once thought about, its
ubiquitous nature is revealed to us, and we know less than we did before.

Structurally, the asterisk is defined as short lines of equal length radiating from a central
point. In typography, there are as many types of asterisks as there are stars in the known
universe - asterisk, Arabic five-pointed star, circled asterisk operator, four balloon-spoked
asterisk, open centre asterisk, open-centre teardrop spoked asterisk, and so on, about 10%2.
The coding script for each form of asterisk is unique and represents a definition that belongs
more to the machine eye than the animal eye. A basic asterisk in Unicode is U+002A, in
Decimal it is &#42; and in Unicode Transformation Format 8 bit it is 2A. To paint an asterisk,
one makes three decisive strokes of the brush.

Its earliest use as a device for denoting missing or incorrect text dates to Greek scholars in
the 1% century BCE and later in the Middle Ages it flags additional material that we find
sitting in the margins of scripts. Grammatically, this ‘little star’ acts as a magician, making
things disappear and reappear. We learn to recognise the footnote* and by dint we
understand the accumulation where more than one footnote is required** and so on, until
we need to call upon the asterisk’s cousin to step in* The footnote is something existing
outside of the body of text, like some astronomical body exerting gravitation pull from afar.
The footnote is the occult, and the asterisk is the medium through which we encounter it.
We leave the continuity of the moment and flip into another paradigm, suspended but not
lost from our world. We return with sharper insight, privy to the context that the lines of
text themselves don’t know. We accept the existence of objects outside of our realm by
virtue of *** that which is left out, or indeed that which is totally ******* ynbelievable. The
little star shines a strange light on the words that we otherwise can’t see. Within a page of
text, it can give us a sense of
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time that has passed.

Star rating systems are of interest. They embody some kind of inflation. Surely there was a
time when a single star denoted excellence. A Michelin star is hard fought for and to be
awarded three stars comes with burdensome responsibility. But why then does a worker in
a fast-food outlet need five stars? And why does an ‘A’ ranking, which one might presume to
be the epitome of achievement, need the addition of a star to make it A* ranking? It is as if
the star adds purity or even divinity to the top of the scale. In this context, Maslow’s
ultimate level in his hierarchy of needs should be augmented by the addition of obtaining
self-actualisation with ‘star’, a state of exquisite supremacy. Oh, and cats have an asterisk,
just as a keyboard has one above the number 8. Think about it.

We can’t dismiss the cosmos casually in this brief contemplation. Star worship is as visceral
as the earliest star-like glyphs scratched onto rock walls. Occultations and other solar
alignments of course provide scientific grounds for the phenomenology of Astrotheology,
but the spiritual need is enduring. We inculcate the little star into our spreadsheets,
calibrations, surveys, coding, and even our rating of each other. Right there, in the meta-
language of the third technological revolution, is an acknowledgment of forces beyond the
earthbound. Italo Calvino could have poetically proposed the existence of the asterisk at the
beginning of the universe, perhaps even being the origin of the universe. In a nonsensical
way, we could imagine the Big Bang beginning with an asterisk being typed into a piece of
computer coding, initiating a sprawl of script and multitudinous outputs from 3D printers. It
is the ON button and could be the OFF button.
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We should let Kurt Vonnegut have the last word.

Thank you Kurt.

* What are you doing here?
** And again.

* 1 win. Back you go.



