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Abstract Abstract 
Umberto Eco's The Name of the Rose is a serio-comic pastiche of the detective story set in the middle 
ages, which uses history as "a distant mirror" to comment, from a Western Marxist perspective, on 
contemporary political issues. Structurally, however, The Name of the Rose is a fictional enactment of 
many of the semiotician's recent critical and philosophical ideas. ( 1) Eco's discussion of "abductive" 
reasoning in C. S. Peirce and Aristotle appears in a detective not only more fallible than Sherlock Holmes 
but more aware of what his powers consist of and why they work and fail. (2) Eco's explanation of what 
he calls the "iterative scheme" in popular fiction—ways of handling time that allow for indefinite 
sequelae—appears negatively here, where time and time's passage are given their full durational weight. 
(3) Eco's discussion of closed and open texts, and of a third category "of which the chairman is probably 
Tristram Shandy," which evades both modes of reading and forces one into consciousness of the reading 
process itself, is enacted in The Name of the Rose, in a traditionally closed genre (the mystery) which is 
first opened but finally given an ending that deconstructs the mystery novel by forcing the reader into the 
third, Shandean, mode. 
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ECO'S ECHOES: 
SEMIOTIC THEORY AND 
DETECTIVE PRACTICE IN 
THE NAME OF THE ROSE 

DAVID H. RICHTER 
Queens College, City University of New York 

Structure I. Eco and the Semiotics of Detection 

omnis mundi creatura 
quasi liber et pictura 
nobis est in speculum 

Alain de Lille (1130-1202): "Anticlaudianus"' 

The Name of the Rose can be said, in effect, to trace the stages in 
the long line between Alain de Lille, the twelfth-century 
antischolastic, and modern structuralists like Umberto Eco himself. 
Separated by eight centuries, Alain and Eco would agree that the 
world is like a vast text, "quasi liber et pictura," and that our task on 
earth is learning the rules for reading it. 

The Name of the Rose has been treated as an unusually clever 
pastiche of the Sherlock Holmes novels. This is a misreading, but one 
that Eco has courted. He has, after all, named his protagonist William 
of Baskerville, made him a native of Ireland (like Doyle's ancestors), 
given him the height, the sharpness of eye and beakiness of nose 
associated with the sleuth of Baker Street. The narrator's name, 
Adso, is the middle four phonemes of "Watson" (as close as one 
could come in a Latinized name), and though a cloistered monk, Adso 
shares Watson's unascetic gusto for the pleasures of the table and his 
predilection for romance, along with a talent for muddling up the 
clues. 

The structure of Eco's novel, however, owes very little to Doyle, 
whose longer detective fictions usually tended to split into two 
novelettes: one a tale of crime and detection, the other a sensational 
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melodrama about Mormons or East Indian convicts or labor 
racketeering in the industrial Midwest. (Only The Hound of the 
Baskervilles, to which William's name obviously alludes, has the 
unity of plot and tone Eco has achieved here). In its plotting The 
Name of the Rose seems to owe less to Doyle than to Dorothy Sayers, 
John Dickson Carr and Ellery Queen. Despite the medieval setting, 
Eco has collected the complete paraphernalia of a classic mystery of 
the 1930s: maps, cryptograms, unbreakable alibis, a locked room, a 
labyrinthine library, clues in a variety of foreign languages, all 
surrounding a series of grisly murders, carefully spaced one per day, 
with an elaborate textual patterning to them. It was apparently Eco's 
intention to write the mystery to end all mysteries. 

But there is another sense in which The Name of the Rose is a 
mystery to end all mysteries: it is also a critique and a parody of the 
form. This is true in obvious ways-merely setting a murder mystery 
in the late middle ages suggests either more or less than entirely 
serious intentions. Part of the book's pleasure comes from watching 
the conventions of the form crop up, regular as fate, in the most 
unexpected settings. As a result, the reader seems to be reading two 
novels at once: a classic detective story, and a detective story in 
quotation marks-the latter a post-modern fiction which calls atten- 
tion to its very fictionality. 

Perhaps Eco is merely spoofing the mystery form. But the parody 
has its serious side where it connects with Eco's professional interest 
in detection as a semiotic activity. It is only in a superficial sense that 
The Name of the Rose presents a Holmes-figure in characteristic ac- 
tion: for William of Baskerville is far more self-conscious and self- 
critical than Doyle's self-aggrandizing detective who, in A Study in 
Scarlet (his debut novel), writes a magazine article boasting of his 
infallibility.' As a philosopher, Eco is more aware than Doyle was of 
the logical status of detective ingenuity. 

Throughout the Holmes stories, the detective's abilities are 
explained as "the science of deduction." One locus classicus 
explaining the Holmesian method occurs in The Sign of Four: 

"But you spoke just now of observation and deduction. 
Surely the one to some extent implies the other." 

"Why, hardly," [Holmes] answered. . . . "For example, 
observation shows me that you have been to the Wigmore Street 

2

Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 10, Iss. 2 [1986], Art. 5

https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol10/iss2/5
DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1182



Richter 215 

Post-Office this morning, but deduction lets me know that when 
there you dispatched a telegram." 

"Right!" said I. "Right on both points! But I confess that I 

don't see how you arrived at it . . ." 
"It is simplicity itself," he remarked, chuckling at my 

surprise -"so absurdly simple that an explanation is 
superfluous; and yet it may serve to define the limits of observa- 
tion and of deduction. Observation tells me that you have a little 
reddish mould adhering to your instep. Just opposite the 
Wigmore Street Office they have taken up the pavement and 
thrown up some earth, which lies in such a way that it is difficult 
to avoid treading in it in entering. The earth is of this peculiar 
reddish tint which is found, as far as I know, nowhere else in the 
neighbourhood. So much is observation. The rest is deduc- 
tion." 

"How, then, did you deduce the telegram?" 
"Why, of course I knew that you had not written a letter, 

since I sat opposite to you all morning. I see also in your open 
desk there that you have a sheet of stamps and a thick bundle of 
postcards. What could you go into the post-office for, then, but to 
send a wire? Eliminate all other factors, and the one which 
remains must be the truth." (pp. 138-39) 

Holmes-and Doyle-probably thought that this was a perfect 
demonstration of deductive logic, but when one examines it a bit, it is 
rather less than impeccable. The syllogism upon which Holmes's 
inference relies would run, according to his explanation, as follows: 

Men who enter the Post Office will invariably get red 
mould on their boots. 

Watson has red mould on his boots. 
Therefore Watson has entered the Post Office. 

But this syllogism is invalid: the middle term is undistributed. A 
syllogism in barbara could be constructed if the major term were 
given as "All those and only those who enter the post office have red 
mould on their boots." But this is not what Holmes actually asserts, 
and detectives in general do not make their assertions in such a form. 
One might step in red earth walking past the post-office; one might 
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step into it and clean one's boots afterwards. Similarly with Holmes's 
"deduction" of the telegram: if there were three and only three reasons 
for entering a post office (sending a letter, buying postage, dispatching 
a telegram), then eliminating the first two possibilities would demon- 
strate the third. But is it possible to catalog and eliminate all the 
possible reasons for entering a post office? The point is not that 
Holmes is a charlatan, or that Doyle was, but that logical deduction, 
of the sort whose regulations are presented in Aristotle's Posterior 
Analytics, has very little to do with what Holmes is doing. It is 
noteworthy that the philosopher who best described the art Holmes 
practiced-the art upon which scientists, doctors, and real detectives 
all depend-was a contemporary of Doyle's, the American Charles 
Sanders Peirce.' To the previously established logical methods of 
deduction and induction, Peirce added a third, which he gave the 
perhaps unfortunate name of "abduction." Whereas deduction 
proceeds from a general rule (or a definition) to a particular case, and 
whereas induction proceeds from a series of facts to a general rule, 
"abduction" is "the provisional entertainment of an explanatory 
inference, for the sake of further testing."4 In abduction-a mode of 
reasoning we all probably use far more often than strict syllogistic 
deduction-both the general rule and the particular conclusion are 
held only tentatively; they are conjectures to be confirmed or refuted, 
not certain truths. 

One does not need to read Eco's philosophical essay on abduc- 
tion to understand its relevance to detective fiction. Much of it is 
explicitly presented in The Name of the Rose: 

"Adso," William said, "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. . . . Take the case of animals with horns. Why do 
they have horns? Suddenly you realize that all animals with 
horns are without [incisors] in the upper jaw. This would be a fine 
discovery, if you did not also realize that, alas, there are animals 
without [incisors] in the upper jaw who, however, do not have 
horns: the camel, to name one. And finally you realize that all 
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