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Learningto see the signs

UMBERTO

Ecobecamejus-
tly famousfor a

cunning,

oblique, subtledisplayof his in-
tellect.

Thattookthe formof the
medievaldetective novel, The
Nameof the Rose.Faithin Fakes
enables Eco to showoff all his
coruscating talentsin a moreopen,
deliberate but equally scintillating

style.

Faithin Fakesis an
anthology

of Eco's
journalism

for Italian
magazines,

in whichhe explores

some themes, assailssome oppo-
nents,makes some pin-money,

and revelsin the powerof his
mind.One essaycommenceswith
the query:"If theymet aboard

some unidentifiedflyingobject
near Montaillou, would Darth
Vader, Jacques Fournierand
Parsifalspeakthe same

language?"

The pedanticansweris, no; the
widerpointto makeis thatall
Eco'swritingdisplaysthe same
quirkiness,

the same
propensity

to
upsetour habitsand

perspectives,

the same combinationof erudition

and fluency.

In fact,for a
disciplined

semi-
ologist,Eco revealsa

distinctly

quixoticand whimsicalturn of
phraseand castof mind.He is
disciplined

in the senseof exact-
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ing, ratherthan
narrowing.

His
commonsensemighteven give
semiotics

a goodname,for he used

that approachto evaluate lucidly

our "language, communication,

organisation

of the systemof signs

thatwe use to
describe

the world

and to tellit to eachother".

FAITHIN FAKES.By UmbertoEco.
Trans,by WilliamWeaver.Secker

& Warburg.307pp.$39.95.

ASCENDANCYTO OBLIVION:

The Storyof the
Anglo-Irish.

By
Michael McConville. Quartet.

Reviewer:

MARK THOMAS.

The compassis
deliberately

drawnas
extensively

as possible;

"thosesignsare not onlywords
and images— theycan alsobe
formsof social behaviour, political

acts, artificial landscapes".Eco's
signs include: American wax-
works,Italian terrorists, Casablan-

ca,
problems

in
arranging

"theex-
terior reproductive apparatus"

whenwearingjeans,the declineof
reason,Aquinasand Superman.

Eco'sthinkingis bothquickand
deep.He neatly avoidsthe French

semiologists'temptationto be-
come

entrapped
in the text,digging

themselves deeperand deeperinto
moreand moreesotericlayersof
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"meaning".
He producesnot a

coherenttheorybut a workof
bricolage.

That Frenchword for
how a

bower-bird buildsits nestis
pretentious,but more accurate

thananythingwe havein English.

Ecodoesspenda lotof timejust
teasingout ideasand toyingwith
images,but,evenat thisreduced

pace,he hasmoreto sayandsays
it betterthanmostof us everdo.

Eco tellsthe readerthathe be-

lieves"that an
intellectual

should

use
newspapers

the way private

diariesand personal letterswere

onceused".He may be right,but
onlya few

intellectuals

wouldhave
enoughguts and

application
to

expose themselves
in the papers,

and fewerpaperswouldbe pre-
pared to countenance intellectual

ramblings
in theirpages.Eco'sItal-

ian journalsand English pub-
lishersdeservesome credit here.

Theyhave produceda book which
resemblesnothingso muchas the
way Eco

characterises

the Middle
Ages:"itwasan

immenseworkof ||
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GeorgeBernardShaw:prod-
uct of the

Ascendancy.

||
bricolage,balancedamonghope,

nostalgia and despair".

The Anglo-Irish ascendancy

wouldhave made a
splendidly

evocativesubjectfor Eco'ssigns."

The ascendancyis wastedon
Michael McConville.

A studentof signswouldhave
knownwhatto makeof the small

world which the Ascendancy

created
in its own image,withits

own Churchof
Ireland,

its Royal,
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Society,its Georgian architecture,

its beerand its
biscuits.

He could

have assessed the
extraordinary,

double flowering
of the

Ascendan-

cy culture,which bequeathed

to us
Swift, Burke, Goldsmith,Sher-
idan, Berkeley,Wilde,Shaw, Yeats
and Beckett.

Terencede Vere Whitestarted

thatsortof
appraisal.MichaelMc-

Convillehas gone backwards,in
decidingto presentthe Ascendan-

cy througha bland
chronology

of
warsanda tritesetof

pottedbio-
graphies.The latterare epitomised

by his
treatment

of JamesII as "a
very autocraticCatholic,lackingin
tact".Irelandwouldhave de-lightedEco,who couldhavetalked
abouthousesand horses,playsand
poems,summedup whata people

meantand how theysoughtto be
regardedby the world.UnlikeMc-
Conville,

Eco wouldalso have had
enoughwit simplyto commendto
us the worksof the

Anglo-Irish

themselves,which constituteone
of the oddest

commemorations

of
minorityculture and testamentsto
imperialismin Western history.


