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			UMBERTO ECO


			ITALIAN NOVELIST AND ESSAYIST


			

					Born in Alessandria (Italy) in 1932.


					Died in Milan in 2016.


					
Notable works:
	
Foucault’s Pendulum (1988), novel


	
The Island of the Day Before (1994), novel


	
History of Beauty (2004), essay







			


			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which include The Name of the Rose and Foucault’s Pendulum, skilfully combine detective intrigue and literary and historical references.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.
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