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February, 2016 saw the death of three important persons, two Americans and one Italian. The American news 
coverage, understandably, was primarily directed toward the deaths of Antonin Scalia (February 13) and Harper 
Lee (February 19). An equally important writer and thinker, who also died on February 19, was acknowledged, 
but news coverage of his life and death was not dwelt upon. I wish to write the April essay about that person—
Umberto Eco. He was probably most famously-known in American culture for his novel The Name of the Rose 
(1980; English translation-1983), which was adapted by Jean-Jacques Annaud into a 1986 movie starring Sean 
Connery, F. Murray Abraham, Christian Slater, and Ron Perlman. This, of course, brought Eco into the pop-
culture mainstream and brought many more readers to his works. 

I enjoyed reading the book; it was more complicated than the movie since the latter omitted the philosophical and 
historical themes, but still it was a good “read” as far as I was concerned. Two other novels I enjoyed were Fou-
cault’s Pendulum (1988; English translation-1989) and The Prague Cemetery (2010; English translation-2011). 
In addition to seven novels, he wrote three children’s books, academic papers and books dealing with literary 
criticism as well as his special academic field of study—semiotics. In addition to this specialty, he was a distin-
guished historian, philosopher, aesthetician, and specialist on James Joyce. He was an author who was able to 
bridge the gap between “town and gown,” between serious academic, intellectual study and popular culture.

Umberto eco was born in the city of Alessandria in  
Piedmont in northern Italy on January 5, 1932. His fam-
ily name is supposedly an acronym of “ex caelis oblatus” 
(from Latin: “a gift from the heavens”), a name given 
to his grandfather (a foundling) by a city official. His fa-
ther, Giulio, one of thirteen children, was an accountant 
before the government called him to serve in three wars 
(World War I, Ethiopian War, and World War II). During 
World War II, Umberto and his mother, Giovanna (Bisio), 

moved to a small village in the Piedmontese mountainside to get away from the German occupation.  
During his youth, Eco received a Salesian education and made references to the order and its founder 
(St. John Bosco) in his works and interviews during his life. 

Umberto’s father urged him to become a lawyer, but he entered the University of Turin to take up 
medieval philosophy and literature, writing his thesis on Thomas Aquinas and earning a Laurea  
degree in philosophy in 1954. During his university studies, Eco stopped believing in God and left the 
Catholic Church. (He once said: “When men stop believing in God, it isn’t that they then believe in 
nothing; they believe in everything.”)  

After completing his degree, Eco worked as a cultural editor for the state broadcasting station Radio-
televisione Italiana (RAI) and published his first book, in 1956, Il Problema Estetico in San Tommaso  
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(English translation (revised): 1988-The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas). The book was an extension 
of his Laurea degree thesis, and its publication marked the beginning of his lecturing career at his 
alma mater, the University of Turin (1956-1964).

After leaving his lectureship at Turin, he then taught in Florence and Milan and finally, in 1971,  
assumed a professorial post at the University of Bologna, the first and oldest university in the world, 
which he held until his retirement from the University in 2008.

In 1959 he left RAI to become the senior non-fiction editor of the Bompiani publishing house in  
Milan, a position that he held until 1975, even while he continued his teaching/research career. Eco 
also published his second book in 1959, Sviluppo dell’ Estetica Medievale (English translation: 1985-
Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages), dealing with aspects of medieval philosophy, especially aesthetics. 

Discussing Eco’s intellectual and academic pursuits go beyond the scope of this essay. These, suffice 
it to say, can be organized under the following topics: literary criticism, especially of James Joyce; 
developing the concept of “open” text and the study of semiotics (i.e. the study of signs as an element of 
communication, thus the analysis of systems of communication); studies on media culture; studies on 
medieval aesthetics; and anthropological studies. As you can see, his interests were wide and varied.

I wish to focus on Eco’s seven novels, which also show the breadth and depth of his knowledge and 
ability. With many translations, Eco’s fiction has enjoyed a wide audience around the world. His  
novels are full of subtle, often multilingual, references to literature and history. His work illustrates 
the concept of intertextuality, or the inter-connectedness of all literary works. He cited James Joyce 
and Jorge Luis Borges as the two modern authors who have influenced his work the most.

the name of the rose (1980; english translation-1983)

His most famous novel, The Name of the Rose, was also his first, 
and the one that was made into a popular movie in 1986. Eco 
employed his education as a medievalist in this novel, a histori-
cal mystery set in a fourteenth-century monastery. Franciscan 
friar William of Baskerville, aided by his assistant Adso, a 
Benedictine novice, investigates a series of murders at a monas-
tery that is set to host an important religious debate. 

William of Baskerville is a logically-minded Englishman who is a monk and a detective, and his name 
evokes both William of Ockham and Sherlock Holmes (by way of The Hound of the Baskervilles); in 
fact, several passages describing him are strongly reminiscent of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s descrip-
tions of Holmes. The underlying mystery of the murder is borrowed from the Arabian Nights.
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Eco was particularly good at translating medieval religious controversies and heresies into  
modern political and economic terms, so that the reader can appreciate their substance without  
being a theologian. He used the process of solving the murders as an extended metaphor for a  
reader’s experience of interpreting a text. William’s search for the truth is a reflection of Post-
modernist ideas on the relativistic nature of truth and meaning in this process. The various signs 
and events in The Name of the Rose only have meaning in their given contexts, and William must  
constantly be wary of which context is relevant when he interprets the mystery. Though William’s 
final theories do not exactly match the actual events, they allow him to solve the abbey’s mystery and 
thus attain a measure of truth.

Eco wrote that during the Middle Ages there was a conflict between “a geometrically rational schema 
of what beauty ought to be, and the unmediated life of art with its dialectic of forms and intentions.” 
Eco used several dialogues and events to link these ideas with the desire to resolve the seeming conflict 
of structured religion with spirituality. He set up several parallel philosophical conflicts within the 
novel: absolute truth vs. individual interpretation, stylized art vs. natural beauty, predestination vs. 
free will, spirituality vs. religion.

He also translated these medieval religious controversies and heresies into modern political and  
economic terms. This gives the readers a modern context to help them come to their own conclusions 
about the meaning of the novel and the views of the characters.

As a semiotician, Eco has been hailed by semiotics students who like 
to use this novel to explain their discipline. The techniques of telling  
stories within stories, partial fictionalization, and the purposeful linguistic  
ambiguity are prominent in Eco’s narrative style. The solution to the  
central murder mystery hinges on the contents of Aristotle’s book On 
Comedy, of which no copy survives. Eco nevertheless plausibly described 
it and has his characters react to it appropriately in their medieval  
setting, which, though realistically described, is partly based on his schol-
arly guesses and imagination. It is virtually impossible to untangle fact / 
history from fiction / conjecture in the novel.

Eco was a significant Post-modernist theorist and The Name of the Rose is a Post-modern  
novel. For example he said in the novel “books always speak of other books, and every story tells a  
story that has already been told.” This refers to a Post-modern ideal that all texts perpetually  
refer to other texts, rather than external reality. In true Post-modern style, the novel ends with  
uncertainty: “very little is discovered and the detective is defeated” (from the Postscript).  
William of Baskerville solves the mystery by mistake; he thought there was a pattern but it was in fact  
accidental. Thus Eco has turned the modernist quest for finality, certainty, and meaning on its head 
leaving the overall plot simply one of accident and without meaning. Even the novel’s title is with-
out meaning: Eco says in the Postscript of the book that he chose the title “because the rose is a  
symbolic figure so rich in meanings that by now it hardly has any meaning left.”
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The Name of the Rose is a creative and biographical tribute to Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges 
(1899–1986), represented in the novel and the film by the blind monk and librarian, Jorge. Borges, 
like Jorge, lived a celibate life consecrated to his passion for books, and also went blind in later life. 

foUcaUlt’s PendUlUm (1988; english translation-1989)

His second novel, Foucault’s Pendulum, was a thriller set amid shadowy  
cabals and secret semi-religious meetings, such as the Hermetic Order of 
the Golden Dawn and the Rosicrucian Society. Eco saw modern-day politi-
cal parallels with these and other sects; indeed, the P2 Masonic Lodge and 
the far-left fringe of the Red Brigades indulged in a similar secrecy and  
fanaticism. Eco was fond of the Italian term “dietrologia” (which translates 
as “conspiracy”), and presumes that secret cliques, camarillas and consortia 
are everywhere manipulating political scandals. In all his work, fiction and 
non-fiction, Eco displayed a classically Italian enthusiasm for conspiracy and 
arcana.

In the novel, three under-employed editors who work for a minor publishing house decide to amuse 
themselves by inventing a conspiracy theory. Their conspiracy, which they call “The Plan,” is about 
an immense and intricate plot to take over the world by a secret order that was descended from the 
Knights Templar. As the game goes on, the three slowly become obsessed with the details of this plan. 
The game turns dangerous when outsiders learn of The Plan, and believe that the men have really 
discovered the secret to regaining the lost treasure of the Templars.

Though Foucault’s Pendulum offered a splendidly macabre denouement (with a principal character 
left hanging from a pendulum devised to demonstrate the rotation of the earth), the novel was reck-
oned to be too long, with opaque stretches. (Reviewing it for The Observer, Salman Rushdie confessed: 
“Reader, I hated it.”).

the island of the day before (1994; english translation-1995)

The Island of the Day Before was Eco’s third novel. The book is set in the  
Renaissance. A man is marooned on a ship within sight of an island which he 
believes is on the other side of the International Date Line. He is trapped by his 
inability to swim and instead spends the bulk of the book reminiscing about 
his life and the adventures that brought him to be marooned. Eco uses fictional 
epistolary fragments—pieced together with narration by Eco himself—to trace 
these adventures. Ultimately, the man is drawn into the search for a means of 
measuring longitude.

correnti della storia                                           continued

continued next page



baUdolino (2000; english translation-2001)

Baudolino is a knight who saves the Byzantine historian Niketas Choniates during the sack of  
Constantinople in the Fourth Crusade. Claiming to be an accomplished liar, he confides his life  
adventures to an historian, from his childhood as a peasant lad endowed with a vivid imagination and 
an unusual capacity for learning the many languages that flourished in the twelfth century, through 
his role as adopted son of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, to his mission to visit the mythical realm of 
Prester John. He is trained at the emperor’s court as a scholar and is called upon to create “authentic” 
documents by various authors. Throughout his retelling, Baudolino brags of his ability to swindle and 
tell tall tales, leaving the historian (and the reader) unsure of just how much of his story was a lie.

the mysterioUs flame of QUeen loana (2004; english translation-2005)

The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana is about Giambattista Bodoni, an old 
bookseller specializing in antiques who emerges from a coma with only some 
memories to recover his past. Bodoni is pressed to make a very difficult choice, 
one between his past and his future. He must either abandon his past to live his 
future or regain his past and sacrifice his future.

The novel draws on Eco’s youth in wartime Italy. The title was taken from a 
Fascist-era comic book, La Misteriosa Fiamma della Regina Loana, which Eco 
had enjoyed as a pro-Mussolini child growing up in northwest Piedmont.

Although Eco had said that this would be his last novel, (“Five is enough”), he published two more 
novels after this one.

the PragUe cemetery (2010; english translation-2011)

The Prague Cemetery is the story of a secret agent who “weaves plots, conspiracies, intrigues and  
attacks, and helps determine the historical and political fate of the European Continent.” The book 
is a narrative of the rise of modern-day antisemitism, by way of the Dreyfus affair, The Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion and other important 19th century events which gave rise to the hatred and hostility 
toward the Jewish people.

nUmero Zero (2015; english translation-2015)

Numero Zero, a razor-sharp thriller set in Milan in 1992, is narrated by Colonna, a hack journal-
ist working on a Milan newspaper. In the novel, Eco explored the darker side of 20th-century Italy 
and the so-called “strategy of tension,” in which Italian secret-service chiefs allegedly connived with 
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cabinet ministers to implicate the left in acts of terrorism and bring back Fascism. It offers a satire of 
Italy’s kickback and bribery culture as well as, among other things, the legacy of Fascism. The novel, 
with its rapid pace and sparsely written pages that are free of Eco’s occasional verbosity, topped the 
bestseller charts in Italy.

In September 1962 Eco married Renate Ramge, a German art teacher with whom he had a son 
(Stephano Eco, born in 1963; the Assistant Director of the movie Name of the Rose; Executive Produc-
er of the 2014 movie The Seer) and a daughter (Carlotta Eco, born in 1964; an author and architect). 
He divided his time between an apartment in Milan and a vacation house near Urbino. He was a great 
bibliophile, having a 30,000-volume library in Milan and a 20,000-volume library in Urbino. Several 
times during the 1980s and 1990s, he served as a visiting professor at Columbia University in New 
York. In 1992–1993 he was the Norton Professor at Harvard University. Not much is known beyond 
the above facts about his private life outside of his university teaching and his research/writing.

Among the many honorary degrees from around the world that he received, the following were  
awarded by American universities: on May 8, 1993, he received an honorary Doctor of Humane 
Letters from Indiana University, Bloomington in recognition of 15+ years of association with the 
University’s Research Center for Language and Semiotic Studies. (Six books that were authored, 
co-authored, or co-edited by Eco were published by the Indiana University Press, and he frequently 
collaborated with his friend, Thomas Sebeok, semiotician and Distinguished Professor of Linguistics 
at Indiana University). On May 23, 2002, he received an honorary Doctor of Letters (D.Litt.) from 
Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey. He was a member of the Italian skeptic organiza-
tion “Comitato Italiano per il Controllo delle Affermazioni sulle Pseudoscienze” (Italian Committee 
for the Investigation of Claims of the Pseudosciences) CICAP. 

Umberto Eco died of pancreatic cancer at his Milanese home on the night of February 19, 2016; he 
had been suffering for two years from the disease. At the time of his death at the age of 84, he was a 
Professor Emeritus at the University of Bologna, a position that he had held since his retirement from 
the University in 2008. A final book of Eco’s has been published posthumously in Italy (no date for an 
English translation has been set). Pape Satàn Aleppe: Chronicles of a Liquid Society is a collection of 
Eco’s essays that had previously been published in the Italian weekly magazine L’Espresso since 2000. 
“Papé Satàn, papé Satàn aleppe” is the opening line of Canto VII of Dante’s Inferno, the first part of 
his 14th-century poem The Divine Comedy.

Adapted by James J. Boitano, PhD from Encyclopedia Britannica (on-line edition); The Famous People 
website; Ian Thomas, “Umberto Eco Obituary,” in The Guardian (on-line edition), February 20, 2016; 
New World Encyclopedia (on-line edition); and Wikipedia.
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