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The Apocalypse Murders: Detection and Theology in “The Name of the Rose”


“You would certainly have been burned, had you lived a few centuries ago.”






--Watson to Holmes, “A Scandal in Bohemia”


“The fact is that everyone has his own idea, usually corrupt, of the Middle Ages.”






--Umberto Eco, Postscript to The Name of the Rose


My reader must indulge me the literary transgression I committed a moment ago by prefacing a short essay with two quotations, the traditional device of the inexperienced writer, for a very good reason--I have just identified the very sentiment (or, perhaps more accurately, the fear) on which the plot of The Name of the Rose is constructed.  William of Baskerville, Eco’s erstwhile Sherlock, is not burned, as the reader suspects he will be before the novel has reached its climactic conclusion; nor, however, are he and his proto-Watson as wildly successful as the pair who inhabit 221B Baker Street centuries later.  The reason for the juxtaposition above is simple: it explains, in the clearest way possible, what Eco is attempting to accomplish in his presentation of a murder mystery at a medieval monastery: namely, that things are never quite what they seem, especially when the subject is an apparent conflict between Baconian empiricism and the Inquisition.


This is not to imply that the conflict does not exist in The Name of the Rose, only, as Eco alludes to in his quotation from The Postscript, that it is not the simple matter of William verses the Benedictines, or William verses Bernard Gui and the Holy Inquisition of John XXII.  In a distinctive way, the work is a comment on the limitations of empiricism, and its limitations are a product of a particular type of religiosity: the search for truth itself.  William of Baskerville escapes the Inquisition because his methods, his entire philosophical basis, mirrors the Inquisition.  As Watson claims, if Holmes had practiced his particular art in the fourteenth century at a medieval monastery (“whose name it is only right and pious now to omit,” according to Adso [4]), he would have been burned—but William of Baskerville, despite his name and the other allusions to Conan Doyle scattered throughout the book, is no Sherlock Holmes.


To understand the ways in which William deviates from the model of rational empiricism that served as the model for the Sherlock Holmes (and thus the peculiar way in which he is mirrored by both the chief officer of the Inquisition, and the actual villain who committed the crime), it is first necessary to establish the possible defects of the lens through which we are viewing him.  That lens is Adso, a novice assigned to accompany William on his travels, and learn from the elder man what he can.  The lessons, as it would happen, begin in the prologue of the book, and establish William’s debt to the empiricist Roger Bacon:



During our period at the abbey his hands were always covered with the dust of



books, the gold of still-fresh illumination, or with yellowish substances he touched in 



Severinus’s infirmary.  He seemed unable to think save with his hands, an attribute



I considered then worthier of a mechanic [10].
 

The second attribute described by Adso is William’s eyeglasses, and again, the link is with Bacon, who wrote of optics, imported from the Arab Middle East,



This science is indispensable to the study of theology and the world…and because



it is in itself almost infinitely delightful and immensely useful, therefore do I enjoy

explaining it fully and with some care; without it one cannot learn anything marvelous.  This is, in fact the science of vision, and a blind man cannot know anything of this world.  Sight shows us the variety of all things, and opens the 



path to a knowledge of everything, as experience teaches.

Like Bacon, but perhaps more literally, William believes one cannot see without a knowledge of optics, and when his glasses are stolen by a monk just as he is about to stumble on a key to solving the mystery in the abbey, he is utterly useless until they are recovered.  The puzzle in question is yet another Holmesian touch: a secret code, scribbled by a dying monk, which bears close resemblance to “The Adventure of the Dancing Men.”  Note, however, the difference in Holmes’s and William’s relative methods of detection.  Holmes, the master of deduction, makes the initial assumption that the most common letter in the English language is “E”; therefore, it is likely that the most common symbol in the note will stand for “E.”
  William’s inquiry begins in a very different place: a discussion of the character of Venantius, the writer of the note, and whether or not he is “ingenuous” enough to use the most typical of zodiacal alphabets [191].  He proceeds to enumerate the methods by which the Arabs encode secret knowledge before Adso cuts him off to ask whether any of them are actually relevant to the task at hand.  To this, William replies, “The first rule in deciphering a message is to guess what it means” [191].  A less Holmesian approach could hardly be imagined.  Eventually, he interprets the code to relate to the hidden part of the library, but tells Adso that he cannot possibly translate the message without his eyeglasses, and they should not waste any more time, but proceed directly to the library through the secret passage they have discovered.  This is the final Baconian touch: even though he cannot see, and according to Bacon’s rules, he will fail to grasp whatever truth he happens upon, he is still the empiricist who “thinks with his hands.”


Kellner, in “To Make Truth Laugh,” his essay on the combination of empiricism and nominalism in Eco, writes that the author “has focused on the physical emblem of empiricism and the conflict between Jorge’s blindness and his own search for insight.”
  I disagree.  Elsewhere in his essay, Kellner notes the impact of the South American short fiction writer Jorge Luis Borges on Eco, and observes that Borges probably found inspiration for his villain (whose full name is Jorge of Burgos) in the philosophy of Borges.  In “Death and the Compass”, a literary inquisitor, like William, enters a labyrinth with mirrors to confront a criminal whose identity he has mistaken.  He finds himself face to face with a doppelganger, a man whose very name (“Red”) is a translation of his own (“Erik”).
  


One can hardly avoid the association between Jorge, the antagonist, and William, the protagonist, made time and time again by Eco throughout the novel.  A possible reinterpretation of William’s loss of glasses is that they are meant to identify him with poor blind Jorge, who, like William, is almost unable to act without vision, and thus commits none of the seven murders himself.  Like the Borges characters, their final encounter is in a labyrinth.  The more interesting question, however, is not if there is a similarity between the two, but how.  It lies, in fact, in an identical approach not only to knowledge, but to the way in which one acquires knowledge, and the degree to which anything, ever, can be known.  In the beginning of The Name of the Rose, they share a superficial difference but a deeper similarity.  By the end, William, apparently to his benefit, will have learned why he must adopt a method that does not identify him with the mad Jorge, or, worse, his mortal enemy, Bernard Gui of the Holy Inquisition.


Our first encounter with William’s method is on the way to the abbey.  In an outwardly Holmesian touch (but one, I will demonstrate, that is far from Holmes in spirit), he makes the rather astounding display of interpretation that Holmes describes in the beginning of “The Dancing Men”:



‘You see, my dear Watson,’—he propped his test-tube in the rack and began to



lecture with the air of a professor addressing his class—‘it is not really difficult to



construct a series of inferences, each dependent upon its predecessor and each



simple in itself.  If, after doing so, one simply knocks out all the central inferences 



and presents one’s audience with the starting-point and the conclusion, one may



produce a startling, though possibly a meretricious, effect.’

Compare to William’s explanation of how he arrives at the fact that not only are the abbot’s servants chasing a horse, but the name of the horse and its physical description.



I am not sure he has those features, but no doubt the monks firmly believe he does.



As Isidore of Seville said, the beauty of a horse requires ‘that the head be small,



sicum prope pelle ossibus adhaerente, short and pointed ears, big eyes, flaring



nostrils, erect neck, thick mane and tale, round and solid hoofs.’  If the horse whose



passing I inferred had not really been the finest of the stables, stableboys would have



been out chasing him, but instead, the cellarer in person has undertaken the search.



And a monk who considers a horse excellent, whatever his natural forms, can only



see him as the authorities have described him, especially if,’—and here he smiled



slyly in my direction—‘the describer is a learned Benedictine’ [19].

While the end result might be the same, William’s method goes beyond Holmes’s to give the horse features he could not possibly have deduced, except if he knew the monks’ minds work in certain predictable ways.  There is no relation between the truth and his words to the monks—because they are the features which a church authority of Isidore’s stature has said that a truly excellent horse must possess.  If they believe this horse to be excellent, it must possess them.


The significance of the passage is as a plot device, to enlist a concrete example of how the mind of William works, so that later in the novel, the reader can understand how, precisely, the method fails.  William’s gift (or hubris) is that he believes he can read not only the book of nature, but, as Adso says, “the way monks read the books of Scripture, and how they thought through them” [20].  Adso, at this point in the novel, believes that this is what allows William his later success—this ignores, however, the fact that William does not succeed.  Like with the horse, he arrives at the proper conclusion, but through methods that are not quite sound, and ultimately mistaken.  

This is where the methods of William, Bernard Gui, and Jorge intersect—in the principle of the excluded middle.  Both Bernard Gui and Jorge represent William’s failures, but for specific reasons.  In the language of Eco’s semiotics, Gui and Jorge manipulate the same signs as William in order to play his foil.  Semiotics as a tool of literary interpretation holds that the world can be understood as a system of signs, or signifiers.  For instance, the only reason we can understand the idea “monastery” is because we have access to its signifiers (stone walls, monks, Gregorian chant).
  Bernard Gui, as inquisitor (a word that is not too far from William distinction, “detective”), is a manipulator of signs.  Eco’s semiotics, for instance, would hold that a sign of a thing represents everything in that group, and this is reasoning that is not too far from Bernard Gui’s in his trial of Remigio and Salvatore.  


“You see?” Bernard cried, addressing the other judges.  They’re all alike!  When one


of them is arrested, he faces judgment as if his conscience were at peace and without 


remorse.  And they do not realize this is the most obvious sign of their guilt, because


a righteous man on trial is uneasy!  Ask him whether he knows the reason why I had


ordered his arrest.  Do you know it, Remigio?  [447]

To this, Adso makes a very adept comment.  “I was surprised,” he says, 



Because it seemed to me that the cellarer was answering the ritual questions with



equally ritual words, as if he were well versed in the rules of the investigation and its



pitfalls, and had long been trained to face such an eventuality [448].

References to this sort of thinking abound.  “But much of the behavior of one group is like another,” says Gui [448].  The Inquisitor also has the tendency to interpret denials as merely a code for greater truths yet to be uncovered, and, as Adso says, believes this despite any evidence to the contrary.


This is where William and Gui part ways: William has resigned his role as an inquisitor because the knowledge that Gui is attempting to obtain is, for William, outside of what is knowable.  He tells Adso,



Solving a mystery is not the same as deducing from first principles.  Nor does



it amount simply to collecting a number of particular data from which to infer



a general law.  It means, rather, facing one or two or three particular data apparently



with nothing in common, and trying to imagine whether they could represent so



many instances of a general law you don’t yet know, and which perhaps has never



been pronounced [304].

For William of Occam, the idea of absolute power distinguished what was knowable from what was not.  William of Baskerville, if he can, as Adso says, read the book of the universe, puts another book entirely out of reach: the book of the heavens.  No knowledge beyond what the senses, combined with basic rationality, can reveal is accessible to man.
  William reveals his unwillingness to attribute the murders in the monastery to the supernatural acts of devils in his first conversation with the abbot because he believes he cannot know if evil is product of devilry, or just a condition of man.  He can believe what he will, but he cannot investigate on the principle that it is the supernatural at work in the abbey.  If the murders are supernatural, he has no authority.  If he cannot decide if the murders are supernatural, he has no authority.  


It is William, and William’s order, the Franciscans, that are defeated by Gui: in his final scene, the Inquisitor, according to Adso, stumps the abbot because he “subtly mixes the murders with heresy” and therefore silences any who might speak in the defense of the condemned prisoners.  Gui, by the manipulation of Remigio, forces a confession that bears remarkable resemblance to the unified explanation that William proposes for all of the murders.  It involves a single murderer.



I killed Adelmo of Otranto out of hatred for his youth and for his wit in taunting



monsters like me, old, fat, squat, and ignorant.  I killed Venantius of Salvemec



because he was too learned and read books I did not understand.  I killed Berengar



of Arundel out of hatred of his library, I, who studied theology by clubbing priests



that were too fat.  I killed Severinus of Sankt Wendel…why?  Because he gathered



herbs, I, who was on Monte Rebello, where we ate herbs and grasses without



wondering about their properties [468].

The conflation made by Bernard, and, in the end, by his prisoner, is one of theology and crime, the same error that ultimately leads William to propose a similar solution to the problem: one murderer who kills in order to enact the seven seals of the apocalypse.  This is where one must again consider the role of Adso (whom, as Jorge points out, shares the name of the author of the Libellus de Antichristo, the miniature book which explains the end times) and the first lines of his narrative: “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” [3].  Explicitly, Adso is linked with the author of both the Gospel of John and the Book of Revelation; explicitly, the theme of the endtimes is linked with the monastery.  William and Adso’s first encounter is with Ubertino of Casale, an important figure in the debates between the Franciscans and John XXII that form the political backdrop of the novel.  He warns them, “We have reached the sixth era of human history, when two Antichrists will appear, the mystic Antichrist and the Antichrist proper” [68], to which William replies, speaking of his teacher Roger Bacon



“Who spoke clearly and calmly of the Antichrist, and was aware of the import and



corruption of the world and the decline of learning.  He taught, however, that there



is only way to prepare against his coming: study the secrets of nature, use knowledge



to better the human race.  We can prepare to fight the Antichrist by studying the



curative properties of herbs, the nature of stones, and even by planning those



flying machines that make you smile” [68].

Clearly, William’s approach to the supposed advent of the Antichrist is to fight with knowledge: for Ubertino, and, in fact, for Jorge, they look for blessed signs on the Earth; for William, he looks for wholly earthly signs, or, more importantly, wholly earthly solutions.  William (and his predecessor and partial namesake, William of Occam) do not run afoul of the Inquisition (although they comes close) because they share this basic approach to knowledge: the notion that signs, no matter their source, add up to some sort of reality.  The counterexample is Remigio, who, in the vituperative, sarcastic speech made at his confession, refuses to admit that Gui’s careful conflation of heresy and murder bears any resemblance to reality.  William stands idly by, and, it seems to Adso, tacitly acknowledges that a game is being played and that all, except Remigio, understand the rules.
  Gui and William are excluding the middle: they are categorically ruling out any other explanation.  Is it not possible that Remigio lied about his heresy, but not his crimes?  Is it possible that the abbot’s horse is not called Brunellus?  Yes, but all the signs point in that direction.


Jorge’s brilliance is that he understands this about William: he knows that by leaving evidence that points in a certain direction, one that has already sparked William’s imaginative powers (namely, a way to interpret the evidence as an apocalyptic pattern, one that relies upon the sentiments which the entire abbey has been seeped in since William’s arrival), he will deflect William’s attention in a different direction.  William is encountering his active arm when he and Jorge confront each other for the last time in the library, the actual manipulator of signs, where he is a mere interpreter.


“Because of a remark of Alinardo’s,” says William



I was convinced the series of crimes followed the sequence of the trumpets of



the apocalypse.  Hail for Adelmo, and his death was a suicide.  Blood for Venantius,



and there it had been a bizarre notion of Berengar’s; water for Berengar himself,



and it had been a random act; the third part of the sky for Severinus, and Malachi



had struck him with the armillary sphere because it was the only thing he found



handy.  And finally scorpions for Malachi…I conceived a false pattern to 



interpret the moves of the guilty man, and the guilty man fell in with it.  And



it was the same false pattern that put me on your trail.  Everyone nowadays is 



obsessed with the book of John, but you seemed to me the one who pondered it



the most” [571-572].

But it is in more than the pattern of the murders that Jorge traps William.  Literally, it is within the labyrinth itself.  Tellingly, Jorge remarks, “Now, my hands see more than your eyes” [575], and by this point, it is true.  William is beginning to understand that even the natural world is closed to him, that perhaps the signs he has used to interpret it are false, manipulated by the strong.  Jorge, at least, understood this relationship from the first.  William asks him why, of all books, he chose to hide the one on what seemed, compared to the necromancy and open blasphemy of other volumes in the library, a fairly innocent topic.  “Because it is by the Philosopher,” says Jorge.  “We knew everything about the divine names…The book of Genesis says what has to be known about the composition of the cosmos, but it sufficed to rediscover the Physics of the Philosopher to have the universe reconceived in terms of dull and slimy matter, and the Arab Averroes almost convinced everyone of the eternity of the world” [576].  Aristotle’s name itself is the signifier of truth, and this, ultimately is what Jorge cannot abide.  Of Jorge, William formed an opinion based not on truth, but on the part of the middle that he should not have excluded.  Jorge is the better interpreter of signs, and ultimately, this is why he triumphs in his destruction of the library, and of the forbidden treatise on comedy that he fears.  William, who moments ago learned that he should have refrained from applying a pattern where none existed, realizes too late that the seventh trumpet of the Apocalypse, fire, and the fate of Jorge, who eats his poisoned book, are a part of the pattern that did not exist until that moment.  (John, at the end of Revelation, is commanded by God to eat the book he has just written.)  


Adso, an old man when he writes the manuscript that Eco supposedly discovers in Buenos Aires (the home, not coincidentally, of Jorge Luis Borges), is waiting for the Antichrist, but this is only because he has seen the Apocalypse.  For Adso, the “beginning of the tragedy” is the burning of the library.  For William, “The Antichrist is surely at hand, because we have no learning will hinder him any more” [598], and his failure, and the subsequent Apocalypse, is his failure to “understand…the relation among signs.  Where is all my wisdom, then?  I behaved stubbornly, pursuing a semblance of order, when I should have known well that there is no order in the universe” [599].  He explains this concept to Adso in German, Adso’s own language, because he no longer sees the connections between languages, and attributes his final words of wisdom not to a scientist, not to Roger Bacon or William of Occam, but to a “mystic” from Adso’s own land.  The monks scatter when the abbey burns, the monks of the abbey where the proudest library in Europe was once stored, because they no longer have the wisdom to link themselves together.  


Adso writes after the Black Plague, in which William has died, and after he has visited the abbey that once played host to the serial murders with no pattern, where he collects the fragments of manuscripts that remain from the great fire.  Adso remains a committed Baconian: he is looking on this Earth for signs of what is to come.  As he writes his final memoirs, he notices ships on the Danube and wonders if they are carrying fools to hell, even as he admits that the manuscript fragments he has collected are “the result of chance and contain no message” [610].  Adso survives the warring political situation he summarizes in his final chapters, his “Last Page,” because he remains committed to the truth that one can seek truth through signs, a fact of which William is no longer convinced.  William dies by what is taken to be a sign of the apocalypse, a reflection that Adso records with a sense of the inevitable.


William begins The Name of the Rose with the mission not only to solve the murders at the abbey, but to teach his novice at least part of the vast store of knowledge which he possesses.  He does both, and fails at both.  He fails to sense the importance and the unimportance of observation, and, in the end, fails to communicate the difference to Adso, who, to the end of his life, is a firm believer that one can come to the truth through fragments, and thus forestall the rise of the Antichrist.  I return to the original question: what are the similarities between William, Jorge, and Bernard Gui that, for the space of the novel, allow them to co-exist, if not peacefully?  They all believe in the pursuit of truth through the interpretation of evidence, even if the evidence is collected in different ways.  We do not hear of William after he parts company with Adso, and has come to the realization that his methods, and his entire way of thinking, have failed to preserve the library, the very thing that might have forestalled the advent of the Antichrist.  Adso remains convinced—and remains alive.
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