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			UMBERTO ECO
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			The Italian author Umberto Eco was a prolific novel and essay writer, and his work has garnered recognition and acclaim around the world. He was a linguist by training and specialised in semiotics (the study of signs and their meanings), philosophy and literature.

			His novels, which include The Name of the Rose and Foucault’s Pendulum, skilfully combine detective intrigue and literary and historical references. He also published more philosophical works, such as History of Beauty and On Ugliness (2007), in which he illustrates how the concepts of beauty and ugliness have evolved throughout history by analysing sculptures, paintings and literary works dating from antiquity through to the present day.

		


		
			THE NAME OF THE ROSE

			A MEDIEVAL DETECTIVE STORY

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Eco, U. (2004) The Name of the Rose. London: Vintage.

					1st edition: 1980

					Themes: murder, investigation, labyrinth, library, history of the Middle Ages, religion, poison

			

			The Name of the Rose was Umberto Eco’s first novel. 

			It is set in the early 14th century and follows the characters of William of Baskerville and his scribe Adso of Melk as they travel to Italy during a time of religious discord. While they are staying in an abbey, a string of murders shatters the community’s peace. William and Adso try to solve these crimes, as well as the many mysteries surrounding the abbey’s library. Their investigation draws them into the abbey’s labyrinthine library, where they search for a mysterious book.

		


		
			SUMMARY

			Eco claims that The Name of the Rose is based on a manuscript containing the memoirs of Adso of Melk, a young Benedictine monk (the Benedictines are a religious order that ascribe great importance to intellectual and physical work, including the copying of manuscripts). As a young man, Adso was sent to Italy, where he became the scribe and disciple of William of Baskerville, a Franciscan monk (a religious order whose members are bound by a vow of poverty). Together, Adso and William experience a series of unusual events in an abbey in northern Italy in late 1327.

			A STRANGE DEATH

			William and Adso arrive at a wealthy Benedictine abbey located on a mountain. They are welcomed by the abbot, and explain the reason for their visit to him: William has been sent to meet the Benedictine superiors in order to find out which of them support the emperor. The abbot suspects Remigio of having been a member of a heretical sect (meaning a sect that has been condemned by the Church because its beliefs are seen as contrary to the true faith), and voices staunch opposition to these sects: “Kill them all; God will recognize His own” (p. 145). He also asks William and Adso to investigate Adelmo’s death: he fell from one of the towers of the library one stormy night, but it remains unclear whether this was suicide or murder. 

			The abbot gives William free rein to investigate: he is granted permission to question the other monks and investigate everywhere in the abbey apart from the library, even though this is the place where the crime took place and, as William soon realises, the key to understanding the events. Only a select few are permitted to enter the library, which “defends itself” (p. 30); if the rumours are to be believed, it is protected by magic. However, although access to the library is strictly regulated, the floor where it is located is often lit up at night.

			THE INVESTIGATION BEGINS

			William and Adso begin their investigation by meeting Ubertino of Casale (Italian Franciscan, 1259-1329), with whom they discuss the divisions that have arisen within the Benedictine order because of extremist movements. They then question Severinus, the herbalist, to find out whether Adelmo’s fall could have been caused by hallucinations after ingesting certain herbs.

			Next, they go to the scriptorium, where the monks copy manuscripts, and are greeted by Malachi, the librarian. William gathers information about Aldemo’s illustrations. When laughter breaks out, the offending monks are severely reprimanded by Jorge, an elderly blind monk, and a debate about the role of laughter ensues. Afterwards, the two investigators go to the forge, where they question Nicholas, the master glazier of the abbey.

			A SECOND MURDER

			The next day, during the first prayers, frightened servants burst into the church and inform the monks that they have found Venantius’s body in a basin filled with pig’s blood. The two investigators find out that both Adelmo and Venantius had made a request of Berengar, the assistant librarian, and they meet Alinardo, who tells them that it is possible to get into the library through the ossarium. By observing the library from the outside, William manages to deduce its layout.

			Later on, Benno tells William and Adso that Berengar was in love with Adelmo and that Adelmo would have done anything to get his hands on a particular book that he had spent many years looking for. That night, the two investigators sneak into the scriptorium, and William notices an interesting parchment with a coded message lying on Venantius’s table. They are interrupted by a mysterious nocturnal visitor (Berengar), who steals two books and William’s glasses.

			They then enter the library, which is utterly labyrinthine. A verse from the Apocalypse (the final book in the Bible, more commonly known as the Book of Revelation) is written over the entrance to each room. They soon realise that the library’s layout is based on geography, with areas for England, Spain, Africa, and so on, but they do not manage to get into the secret finis Africae room.

			A LETHAL POISON

			In the morning, they hear that Berengar has disappeared, and shortly afterwards they discover his body in the baths. When William and Severinus examine the body, they see that the tips of Berengar’s fingers are brown, like those of the previous victim. Severinus knows which poison is behind this phenomenon: it disappeared from his laboratory after the storm.

			Adso meets Salvatore and questions him about a heretic, Fra Dolcino. William takes this opportunity to explain to Adso that heretics have their good and bad sides just like everybody else, and that the Pope’s primary motivation for denouncing them is that they represent a political threat to him. However, this does not satisfy Adso’s curiosity about heresy, and when he asks Ubertino for explanations about Fra Dolcino, he finds out that the latter criticised the Church and inspired a popular revolt that was brutally repressed. William and Adso then question Remigio, a former disciple of Dolcino.

			A BOOK AND ITS SECRETS

			In the kitchen, a young woman seduces Adso, and they spend the night together. William chides his friend after he tells him about his nocturnal exploits, but makes allowances because he knows that the girl was a poor peasant who was prostituting herself to feed her family. While discussing the progress of the investigation, they realise that the murders correspond to the excerpts from the Apocalypse. Moreover, William has fully decoded the message left by Venantius and now knows that the murderer is trying to prevent certain secrets, which are contained within a book, from coming to light.

			A Franciscan delegation arrives at the abbey. They believe that Pope John XXII’s (1245-1334) actions are not befitting of his role, as he is constantly amassing wealth and has decided to impose a tax on sinners. A delegation from Avignon then arrives, led by the Dominican Bernard Gui. 

			The two groups meet to discuss Christ’s poverty, his status and the religious orders’ attitude towards heretics. Bernard Gui arrests Salvatore and a woman accused of being a witch.

			THE MYSTERIES OF THE LIBRARY

			Meanwhile, Severinus realises that Berengar must have gone to the hospital before going to the baths, because he finds the book that the assistant librarian had stolen from the scriptorium in his laboratory. However, Severinus’s body is then found in the laboratory, but the book is nowhere to be seen. Suspicion immediately falls on Remigio, who is arrested. His trial is conducted by Bernard Gui, who is convinced that he is guilty and brutally interrogates him. 

			William suspects Benno of being the thief, as he knows that he is prepared to do anything to discover the secrets contained in the library’s books. However, Benno has just been appointed assistant librarian: now that he has ties to the library, he cannot discuss the manuscripts. 

			Nicholas, the master glazier, tells William and Adso that the appointment of every new assistant librarian has been met with criticism. On his way back to the scriptorium, William begins to wonder whether the murders could be motivated by the fierce competition for the post. He warns the abbot that his life is in danger, as he knows the secrets of the library.

			The next day, during the morning prayers, Malachi staggers into the church before collapsing. William notices that his tongue is black, which is a sign that he has been poisoned, and realises that all the victims knew Greek.

			SOLVING THE MYSTERY

			William and Adso go to the library at night and realise that someone is inside. They finally manage to get into the secret room, where they find Jorge. The blind monk has poisoned a book containing several works (including Aristotle’s [Greek philosopher, 384-322 BCE] Poetics [c. 335 BCE]) which discuss the importance of divine laughter, in order to prevent anyone from revealing this information. 

			It transpires that all the victims died because they came into contact with this book, apart from Adelmo, who committed suicide after hearing of its contents before Jorge poisoned the manuscript. The poison killed the people who touched the pages of the book, namely Venantius, Berengar and Malachi. Severinus was killed by Malachi, who was in love with Berengar and thought that the latter had been unfaithful to him with Adelmo and Severinus.

			After telling them everything, Jorge commits suicide by eating the poisoned pages of the book. William and Adso try to save the manuscript, but a lamp falls and sets the library and the whole abbey on fire.

			William and Adso leave the abbey and go their separate ways. Years later, Adso returns and collects all the pages he can.

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			THE PEOPLE FROM THE WORLD BEYOND THE ABBEY

			Adso of Melk

			Adso of Melk, the story’s narrator, is an elderly Benedictine monk in the monastery of Melk in Austria. As he approaches the end of his life, he writes a manuscript in Latin in which he recounts one of his formative experiences, a seven-day adventure in an abbey in northern Italy. His aim is to leave an account of this adventure for future generations, without passing judgement on it. Eco claims that this manuscript was subsequently translated into a number of different languages by a variety of writers, and that he has taken it upon himself to translate it into Italian in the 20th century.

			In 1327, when he was a novice in the monastery of Melk, Adso’s father took him to Italy, where he met William of Baskerville and became his scribe and disciple. In spite of his youth, Adso tries to understand the turmoil of the period, and takes the wise and insightful William as his role model as he develops his critical thinking skills. He is obedient, insatiably curious and always eager to know more, and follows William everywhere while peppering him with questions. His youth means that he is highly impressionable, and he is fascinated by the fervour of some of the monks, which has driven them to murder and heresy, and by mysticism, as practiced by Ubertino.

			Adso learns a great deal from his experience in the abbey: he discovers the passions that govern humanity, namely love, hate and the destructive power of pride, and gains a greater understanding of the religious and political issues of his time, including the conflicts between popes and secular leaders, the various forms of heresy, and the Inquisition (a judicial institution of the Catholic Church which was established to combat heresy).

			William of Baskerville

			William of Baskerville is a learned Franciscan monk, and Adso of Melk has been placed under his tutelage, making him something of a father figure to the young novice. He is around 50 years old and is described as tall and very thin, with a lively gaze. In spite of his occasional spells of apathy, he is generally a very energetic man.

			He previously served as an inquisitor in France and England, but he has left this role and come to the abbey to meet a delegation of Franciscans and take part in a theological debate on Christ’s poverty. The delegation’s purpose is to agree on their order’s position with regard to the new pope in Avignon. This is a highly sensitive issue, as it risks provoking a schism within the Church.

			William is known among the monks for his intelligence, shrewdness and curiosity. The abbot Abo asks him to solve the mystery of Adelmo’s murder, and to make his task easier he gives him permission to talk to everyone and roam freely through the abbey. His approach to the mystery is very rational, and he takes inspiration from one of his friends, the English philosopher and theologian William of Ockham (1285-1349), who believes that

			
			Bernard Gui (also known as Bernardo Guidoni)

			
			THE CHARACTERS FROM THE ABBEY

			The abbot Abo

			
			Jorge of Burgos

			
			
			
			Salvatore of Montferrat

			
			Ubertino of Casale

			
			Remigio of Varagine 

			
			Benno of Uppsala

			
			THE VICTIMS

			Adelmo of Otranto

			
			Venantius of Salvemec

			
			
			Berengar of Arundel

			
			Severinus of Sankt Wendel

			
			Malachi of Hildesheim
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