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Introduction by David Robey

Umberto Eco's first published book was the dissertation he wrote at the University of Turin, on
problems of aesthetics in the work of Saint Thomas Aquinas.' His first novel, published twenty four years
later in 1980, continues this early interest in the high Middle Ages. As so many readers of The Name of
the Rose can testify, few, if any, works of fiction have brought the cultural and intellectual world of this
period, or of any other period, so successfully to life. But medieval studies have been only a minor if
persistent interest in Eco's work as a whole. Since he wrote his dissertation, his remarkable energies
have been mainly directed at the problems and issues of the present: modern art and modern culture,
mass communications, and the discipline of semiotics.

This book collects for the first time in English Eco's major "presemiotic" writings on modern literature
and art—writings, that is, which predate the publication in 1968 of his first semiotic or semiological
book (the terms "semiotics" and "semiology" can be used interchangeably), La struttura assente (The
absent structure). Most of them are taken from one or more of the many editions of

1. Il problema estetico in San-Tommaso (Turin, 1956); now revised by the author and recently translated
into English as The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988).
Much of this introduction appeared in my chapter on Umberto Eco in M. Caesar and P. Hainsworth, eds.,
Writers and Society in Contemporary Italy (Leamington Spa, England: Berg Publishers, 1984), pp. 6387.



Readers are referred to this volume for further information on the literary context of Eco's writing, and
especially to the chapter by C. Wagstaff, "The Neo-Avantgarde." | am grateful to the publishers for
permission to reprint parts of my chapter here. Some of the material was also previously published in
the Times Higher Education Supplement.

Opera aperta (The open work), published in 1962, the first of Eco's books on a modern topic and the
work with which he made his name in Italy. Two chapters of the present volume were originally written
after Eco's conversion to semiotics. The first, "The Death of the Gruppo 63," is included here because it
deals with an artistic movement with which Eco became closely associated immediately after the
publication of Opera aperta. The other, "Series and Structure," is of particular interest because it deals
with the relationship between the poetics of the "open work" and the structuralist theory whichwasthe
starting point of Eco's semiotics.

Since Opera aperta first appeared, Eco's thinking has developed in a great many ways. But, as we shall
see, there is a substantial and striking continuity between his early and his later writings. More
important in the present connection, there is a great deal in Opera aperta and in Eco's writings of the
same period that has not been superseded in his subsequent development, and that remains of
considerable relevance and interest. Opera aperta in particular is still a significant work, both on account
of the enduring historical usefulnessof itsconcept of "openness," and because of the striking wayin
which it anticipates two of the major themes of contemporary literary theory from the midsixties
onward: the insistence on the element of multiplicity, plurality, or polysemy in art, and the emphasis on
the role of the reader, on literary interpretation and response as an interactive process between reader
and text. The questions the book raises, and the answers it gives, are very much part of the continuing
contemporary debate on literature, art, and cultureingeneral.

Opera aperta is a polemical book, in marked conflict with the Crocean aesthetics that dominated the
Italian academic world in the early sixties. There are a great many references to Croce in the chapters
that follow, testifying to the strength of his philosophical Crocinfluence on thinkers of Eco's generation;
indeed, the hegemony e exercised over Italian intellectual life throughout the Fascist period and for the
first two postwar decades is probably without parallel in modem European history. The problematic
concept of pure intuition/expression, which constitutes the foundation of Crocean aesthetics, is
something we need not consider here, bur some of the consequences it entails are worth recalling if we
want to understand Opera aperta in its original context.'

Art for Croce was a purely mental phenomenon that could be communicated directly from the mind of
the artist to that of the reader, viewer, or listener. The intuition/expression which constituted the
essence of the work of art was thus an unchanging entity; it also necessarily possessed unity, which
Croce tended to speak of as a dominant lyrical feeling or sentiment. The material medium of the artistic
work was of no real significance; it merely served as a stimulus to enable the reader to reproduce in him
or herself the artist's original intuition. Equally, the material historical circumstances in which the artist
lived, the artist's biography, the artist's intentions—all were irrelevant to the proper understanding of
the work, since they were the concern of human faculties quite distinct from those that generated
artistic expression. To all of these principles, Opera aperta is completely and radically opposed.



Opera aperta arose partly out of Eco's work on general questions of aesthetics, which was strongly
influenced by the antiCrocean, though still idealist, philosophy of his mentor at the University of Turin,
Luigi Pareyson, the subject of Chapter 7 (unless otherwise specified, references to chapters and pages
are to those in the present volume). But the immediate stimulus for writing it came from his contacts
with avantgarde artists, together with his study of the work of James Joyce, a writer in whom he had a
particular personal interest. In fact, the book has the air of a theoretical manifesto for certain kinds of
avantgarde art; for the Gruppo 63 (see Chapter 1 1), which was formed in the year after its publication
and of which Eco himself became a member, it effectively served as such.

In Opera aperta the idea of the open work serves to explain and justify the apparently radical difference
in character between modern and traditional art. The idea is illustrated in its most extreme form by
what Eco calls "works in motion" (opere in movimento); he cites (Chapter i) the aleatory music of
Stockhausen, Berio, and Pousseur, Calder's mobiles, and Mallarme's Livre. What such works have in
common is the artist's decision to leave the arrangement of some of their constituents either to the
public or to chance, thus giving them not a single definitive order but a multiplicity of

2. For an introduction to Croce's work, see his Breviario di estetica (Bari: Laterza, 1951; orig. pub. 1913),
tr. as The Essence of Aesthetic (London: Heinemann, 1921).

possible orders; if Mallarm+ had ever finished his Litre, for instance, the reader would have been left, at
least up to a point, to arrange its pages for him or herself in a variety of different sequences. Works of
this kind are for the most part of recent origin, evidently, and even today are very much the exception
rather than the rule. Eco's point, however, is that the intention behind them is fundamentally similar to
the intention behind a great deal of modern art since the Symbolist movement at the end of the
nineteenth century.

Traditional or "classical" art. Eco argues, was in an essential sense unambiguous. It could give rise to
various responses, but its nature was such as to channel these responses in a particular direction; for
readers, viewers, and listeners there was in general only one way of understanding what a text was
about, what a painting or sculpture stood for, what the tune was of a piece of music. Much modem art,
on the other hand, is deliberately and systematically ambiguous. A text like Finnegans Wake, for Eco the
exemplary modern open work, cannot be said to be about a particular subject; a great variety of
potential meanings coexist in it, and none can be said to be the main or dominant one. The text presents
the reader with a "field' of possibilities and leaves it in large part to him or her to decide what approach
to take. The same can be said, Eco argues, of many other modem texts that are less radically avantgarde
than the Wake—for instance, Symbolist poems, Brecht's plays, Kafka's novels.

This is where the analogy with works like Mallarrne's Livre obtains: just as Mallarme's reader would
have arranged the pages of the book in a number of different sequences, so the reader of the Wake
perceives a number of different patterns of meaning in Joyce's language. In the Lure it is the material
form that is open, whereas in the Wake it is the semantic content; but in each case, according to Eco,
the reader is in substantially the same position, because in each case he or she moves freely amid a
multiplicity of different interpretations.



The same analogy obtains, he argues, between abstract visual art and mobiles; and between the
aleatory music of Stockhausen, Berio, or Pousseur and the serial music of a composer like Webem (see
particularly Chapter to). All these characteristically modern forms of art are said by Eco to mark a radical
shift in the relationship between artist and public, by requiring of the public

a much greater degree of collaboration and personal involvement than was ever required by the
traditional art of the past.

The deliberate and systematic ambiguity of the open work is associated by Eco with a wellknown feature
of modern art, namely its high degree of formal innovation. Ambiguity, for Eco, is the product of the
contravention of established conventions of expression: the less conventional forms of expression are,
the more scope they allow for interpretation and therefore the more ambiguous they can be said to be.
In traditional art, contraventions occurred only within very definite limits, and forms of expression
remained substantially conventional; its ambiguity, therefore, was of a clearly circumscribed kind. In the
modern open work, on the other hand, the contravention of conventions is far more radical, and it is
this that gives it its very high degree of ambiguity; since ordinary rules of expression no longer apply, the
scope for interpretation becomes enormous. Moreover, conventional forms of expression convey
conventional meanings, and conventional meanings are parts of a conventional view of the world. Thus,
according to Eco, traditional art confirms conventional views of the world, whereas the modern open
work implicitly denies them.

"Ambiguity" is one term used by Eco to represent the effect of formal innovation in art. Another is
"information"; Chapter 3 below deals with the connection between the mathematical theory of
information and the idea of openness. What interests Eco about this theory, in brief, is the principle that
the information (as opposed to the "meaning") of a message is in inverse proportion to its probability or
predictability. This suggests to him a parallel between the concept of information and the effect of art,
particularly modern art, since the forms of art can be said to possess a high degree of improbability or
unpredictability by virtue of their contravention of established conventions of expression.

Thus, Eco argues, art in general may be seen as conveying a much higher degree of information, though
not necessarily a higher degree of meaning, than more conventional kinds of communication; and the
modern open work may be seen as conveying an exceptionally high degree of information, because of
the radical contraventions of established conventions that characterize it. Eco's interest in information
theory was clearly one of the factors that led him shortly afterward to the study of semiotics. (Readers
may notice that in the present volume, Eco's chapter "Openness, Information, Communication contains,
as does the preceding chapter, a number of structuralist or semiotic arguments. These were inserted by
Eco in later editions of Opera aperta.)

Opera aperta thus proposes an equation between the degree of openness, the degree of information,
the degree of ambiguity, and the degree of contravention of conventions in a work, an equation which
serves to distinguish traditional and modern art from one another, but which does not in itself tell us
anything about the distinction between art and nonart or good art and bad, since the contravention of
conventions and the consequent proliferation of possibilities of interpretation are not in themselves a
guarantee of artistic value.



To distinguish good art from bad, Eco takes over from Pareyson's aesthetics of "formativity" the concept
of organic form, which for him as for Pareyson is closely allied to that of artistic intention. Thus he
argues, first, that the contravention of conventions in modern art must, if it is to be aesthetically
successful, produce "controlled disorder" (Chapter 3), the "organic fusion of multiple elements"
(Chapter 4). Second, the interpretation of the modem open work is far from entirely free; a formative
intention is manifest in every work, and this intention must be a determining factor in the interpretive
process. For all its openness, the work nonetheless directs the public's response; there are right ways
and wrong ways, for instance, of reading Finnegans Wake.

The concepts of organic form and artistic intention are important qualifications of Eco's notion of
openness, but it must be said that they are qualifications of a somewhat problematic and elusive kind,
as modern literary theory has shown. How does one distinguish between organic and nonorganic or
"failed" form, especially in a work characterized by a multiplicity of different meanings? How does one
identify, especially in a work of this kind, the "intentions implicitly manifested" by the author (Chapter
4), and why in any case should one's interpretation be bound by them?

Eco gives no real answer to the latter questions. He gives a partial and not wholly satisfactory answer to
the first in his discussion (Chapter z) on the analysis of poetic language, which, drawing on The Meaning
of Meaning by Ogden and Richards, the work of the American New Critics, and the theories of the
semichician C. W. Morris, explains the structure of poetic language in terms of an "iconic" function, a
special union of sound and sense; but the explanation seems to create more problems than it resolves.
We shall return to this answer, and to these questions, in connection with his later work.

Such difficulties are not, of course, serious grounds for objecting to the thesis of Opera aperta. As Eco
emphasized in the preface to the second edition,' the book is more concerned with the aims of certain
kinds of art than with their success or failure, with questions of poetics (poetica: a work's artistic
purpose) rather than aesthetics. This claim is anticipated in the essay "Two Hypotheses about the Death
of Art," written in 1962 and now Chapter 8 below. Here Eco argues that questions of poetics are central
to the discussion of all modern works of art, although their treatment needs to be complemented by
acts of aesthetic judgment (in connection with which he once again invokes Pareyson's theory of
formativity).

This insistence on the importance of poetics is a major part of Eco's, and many of his contemporaries',
polemic against the then dominant "aesthetic criticism" inspired by Croce, for whom the act of aesthetic
judgment was the essential task of the critic, and questions of poetics of secondorder interest.

Nevertheless, much of the impetus of Opera aperta derives from its conception of the special function
or effect of the modern open work in relation to the world in which we live, and this conception
depends to a large extent on Eco's (and Pareyson's) general aesthetic theory. The conception is most
fully developed in an essay published shortly after the book appeared, reprinted in subsequent editions
(for example, the second), and now Chapter 6 below: "Form as Social Commitment" ("Del modo di
formare come impegno sulla realti").



This essay was written for the journal 11 Menabb, apparently at the suggestion of its editor, the
prominent socialist novelist Elio Vittorini, and appeared in the second of two issues on the relationship
between literature and industry; it represents a viewpoint quite closely allied to Vittorini's own. Even
more than the first edition of Opera aperta it has the character of a manifesto for certain kinds of
avantgarde art, by virtue of the conviction it expresses, characteristic of the Gruppo 63 and of Vittorini,
about avantgarde art's special political function.

In this essay, as in Opera aperta, Eco argues that the modern open 3. Opera aperta, znd ed. (Milan:
Bompiani, 1972), p. 8.

work represents through its formal properties a characteristically modern experience of the world. Like
all art, it is an "epistemological metaphor": not only does it reflect aspects of modern philosophy
(phenomenology, Pareyson's aesthetics) and modem science (the theory of relativity, mathematical
information theory), but what is equally important, through its lack of conventional sense and order, it
represents by analogy the feeling of senselessness, disorder, "discontinuity" that the modern world
generates in all of us. Thus, although open works are not the only kind of art to be produced in our time,
they are the only kind that is appropriate to it; the conventional sense and order of traditional art reflect
an experience of the world wholly different from ours, and we deceive ourselves if we try to make this
sense and order our own.

What, then, do we gain from art forms that reflect what can only seem a negative aspect of the world in
which we live? Eco's essay answers this question through a discussion of the concept of alienation, in
which he outlines a position that has remained characteristic of all his activity as an intellectual. In one
sense alienation is both necessary and desirable, in that we can say that we are alienated to something
other than ourselves, and therefore lose full possession of ourselves, whenever we become involved in
it. Losing possession of ourselves is not something to be lamented; it is simply part of the backandforth
movement between self and the world that is the condition of a truly human existence.

What we must do is accept our involvement in things other than ourselves, and at the same time assert
our selfhood in the face of the world by actively seeking to understand it and transform it. Art, Eco
argues, can contribute significantly to this process of understanding and transforming the world,
because its function is essentially cognitive. "Art knows the world through its own formative structures,"
he proposes (Chapter 6), referring to the aesthetics of Pareyson once again.

Art represents the world—or more exactly our experience of the world—through the way it organizes its
constituents (the modo di formare) rather than through what the constituents themselvesrepresent.
This representation is a type of knowledge by virtue of the element of organic form: "Where a form is
realized there is a conscious operation on an amorphous material that has been brought under human
control" (Chapter 6). Thus, the modem open work is a form of knowledge of the world in which we live,
insofar as it constitutes a bringing to consciousness of the nature of the contemporary "crisis."



As Eco said in the first preface to Opera aperta, contemporary art seeks a solution to this crisis by
offering us a "new way of seeing, feeling, understanding, and accepting a universe in which traditional
relationships have been shattered and new possibilities of relationship are being laboriously sketched
out."' Art is therefore political in its own special way; it produces new knowledge that can serve as a
basis for changing the world, but it does not necessarily have an explicitly political content.

Together with "Form as Social Commitment," Opera aperta contains, if sometimes only in germ,
features that are fundamental to Eco's later semiotic theory: the notion of the special function of art;
the sense of living in an age of instability and crisis; the theme of the senselessness and disorder of the
modern experience of the world; and at the same time the emphasis on awareness, involvement, and
the need for change. The book's style of thought has remained characteristic as well: a taste for broad,
synthesizing generalizations, and a consequent tendency to stress the similarities between concepts and
phenomena at the expense of the differences, and on occasion to neglect local problems in the interests
of the overall view. In a more specific, personal, and paradoxical way, also, Opera aperta looks forward
to Eco's shift of interest to semiotics.

A large section of the first edition consists of a discussion of the poetics (poetica) oflames Joyce, which
was removed from subsequent editions to be published separately.' As well as providing further
illustration of the main theme of Opera aperta, this discussion points to a clear analogy between Joyce's
artistic development, as Eco sees it, and Eco's own personal history. What interests him in Joyce is the
novelist's move from a Catholic, Thomist position to the disordered, decentered, anarchic vision of life
that seems to characterize Ulysses and Fitmegatis Wake. Yet Eco also finds in Joyce's mature work a
degree of persistence of his youthful faith, a nostalgia for the ordered world of medieval thought that is
most notably expressed in the system of symbolic correspondences

4. Opera aperta (Milan: Bompiani, 1962),P 9.

5. Now published in English as a companion to the present volume: Umberto Eco, The Aesthetics of
Chaosmos: The Middle Ages oflJames Joyce (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989).

underlying the surface chaos of Ulysses; Ulysses, he suggests, is a "reverse Thornistl summa" (The
Aesthetics of Chaosmos, Chapter 2). Similarly as he himself tells us, when Eco began working on his
doctoral thesis, he did so in a "spirit of adherence to the religious world of Thomas Aquinas," a spirit
which he then lost as he worked on it (The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, p. i). Yet a nostalgia for the
ordered world of medieval thought seems to have remained with him as well, expressing itself not only
in occasional excursions to the Middle Ages, culminating with The Name of the Rose, but also, much
more indirectly, in his interest in semiotics. For Eco's semiotic theory has an ordered, comprehensive,
rationalist, architectural character that also bears comparison with that of the Thomist summae, though
with at least one radical qualification: whereas Saint Thomas's system is metaphysical, Eco's very
definitely is not; as we shall see, the urge to system and order is displaced by him from the sphere of
being to that of method alone.

But between Opera apena and Eco's first major semiotic text there came another book which pursued a
line of interest that has since constituted an important part of Eco's activities: the study of mass culture
and the mass media. Chapter 9 below ("The Structure of Bad Taste") is an excerpt from it. Published in



1964, the book had as its title Apocalittici e integrati (Apocalyptic and integrated (intellectuals)), the two
terms standing for two opposite attitudes to the mass media and their effect on contemporary culture:
the apocalyptic view that culture has been irredeemably debased by the mass media, and that the only
proper way to treat these is to disregard them; and the wholly positive view of those who are so well
integrated in the modern world that they see the nature and effect of the mass media as necessary and
even desirable.

Eco's own view lies between these two extremes. The mass media, he argues, are such an important
feature of modern society as to require the serious attention of intellectuals, and, far from being a
necessarily negative influence, they are to be welcomed for providing universal access to cultural
experiences previously restricted to an elite. They are not to be accepted as they are, however; the
intellectual's task is to analyze their nature and effect and to seek actively to transform them, by
criticizing their deleterious features and pointing the way to the improvement of their cultural content.

What this means in practice is shown by the discussion in Apocalittici e integrati of such things as comic
strips, pop songs, and television programs, a discussion which is supplemented by two essays, published
the following year, on Eugene Sue's Mysteres de Paris and on the James Bond novels of lan Fleming.6
The main purpose of these essays and of the discussion of specific mass media in the book is to lay bare
the ideological implications of different forms of popular entertainment, particularly, in the case of the
comic strips and the novels, the relationship between ideology and narrative structures.

From the analysis a distinct set of common themes emerges. The kind of entertainment that Eco
criticizes, as did Vittorini, is that which is consolatory, in the sense of reaffirming the public's sense of
the essential rightness and permanence of the world in which they live. The great fault of the mass
media, for Eco, is to convey a standardized, oversimplified, static, and complacent vision that masks the
real complexity of things and implicitly denies the possibility of change.

There is nothing intrinsically wrong, Eco suggests, with pure popular entertainment; all of us feel the
need to read a James Bond novel or listen to pop music from time to time. The problem is that for most
people bad popular entertainment has come to be a major part of their cultural experience, and its
effect has been to exercise a strongly reactionary influence. The solution, therefore, is not to raise
popular entertainment to the level of art—Eco is not saying that the public should be fed on a diet of
modern open works—but to work for forms of entertainment that are "honest." This means, on the one
hand, entertainment that does not have false artistic pretensions; the concept of Kitsch is discussed at
some length in Apocalittici e integrati, in the chapter translated below, and is defined as nonart that
aspires to artistic status by borrowing devices from true artworks, devices that automatically cease to be
artistic when they are used outside their original "organic" context.

On the other hand, what is more important, "honest" entertainment is that which is ideologically sound,
not in the sense of propagating the dogma of a political party, but by virtue of more widely acceptable
qualities: because it acknowledges the complexity, the problematic character of the historical
circumstances in which we live, because it allows for the possibility of change and serves as a
stimulusulus to reflection and criticism, because it generates a sense of ndepen

dence and choice instead of conformism and passivity.



6. Now in Il superuomo di massa (Milan: Bompiani, 1978), pp. 2767 and 145184; and translated into
English in The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana
University Press, 1979).

EESTI AKADEEMILINE

This should help make clear what kind of political commitment Eco expresses in his writings. The
emphasis on change, the hostility to conformism and conservatism must mark him as a man of the left.
Yet however he personally may vote, there is no recognizably partypolitical element in his books. This is
partly because his intellectual task, as he conceives it, is cultural rather than narrowly political, but more
because his values are broadly democratic rather than specifically socialist or communist. In particular,
as a writer, he has always kept his distance from the Italian Communist Party.

Opera aperta, with its insistence on the special function of the modem open work, was in conflict with
the view of art at that time favored by the Party. In Apocalittici e integrati the emphasis on criticism,
debate, and the complexity of things also seems implicitly opposed to the Party line, at least at that
period. Eco particularly favors the television discussion program "Tribuna Politica" as a form of
"education for democracy" that helped viewers become aware of the "relative" character of politicians'
opinions (Apocalittici e integrati, p. 351); and in his analysis of the Bond novels (The Role of the Reader,
p. 162) he argues that the "democratic" man is the one who "recognizes nuances and distinctions and
who admits contradictions." Finally, the themes of disorder and incomprehensibility in Opera aperta,
and the arguments about the limitations of system atic worldviews in his later semiotic works again tend
to set him apart from mainstream Marxist ideas. Marxism has been an important influence on Eco's
thinking, but this relativism and individualism are major qualifications of his leftwing position.

Eco s shift of interest to semiotics began as he was supervising the translation of Opera aperta into
French. He was introduced to the structuralism of Jakobson and LeviStrauss,' and as a result revised
sections of the book along structuralist lines (Chapters 2 and 3 below), as has already been mentioned.
This contact with structuralist thought was the main source of Eco's semiotics or semiology, and in
particular of his first major semiotic work, La struttura

7. Opera aperta, 3rd ed. (Milan: Bompiani, 1976), pp.

assente (The absent structure), an "introduction to semiological research," according to the subtitle.8
This was followed by two less substantial theoretical texts," and, in 1976, by Eco's most advanced and
systematic semiotic work so far, which incorporates and elaborates most of his previous thinking on the
subject: A Theory of Semiotics, written originally in English and then translated into Italian.® This was in
turn supplemented by the essays collected in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language."



In discussing Eco's semiotic theory | shall have to treat it as a single system, even though there are
important developments from one book to the next. In a general way, however, we can note a
difference of emphasis between the earlier and the later semiotic works that seems to reflect something
of a shift in Eco's interests and concerns after La struttura assente was written. Whereas the earlier
book shows much the same polemical and socially committed character that we saw in Opera aperta
and Apocalittici e integrati, such a character is much less apparent in A Theory of Semiotics. This is not
to say that Eco has abandoned his earlier view of the intellectual's task, but simply that a clearer
separation of functions has come to govern his writing: in his journalism he pursues the line of attack
mapped out in Apocalittici e integrati, but his theoretical work becomes much more specialized and
academic. Eco himself says something to this effect in his preface to The Name of the Rose (p. 5),12
though it is not certain to what extent he is really speaking in his own person; around 1968, he suggests,
it was widely held that one should write "only out of a commitment to the present, in order to change
the world," whereas now, in 1980, "the man of letters . . . can happily write out of pure love of writing."

This element of specialization and academicism in Eco's writing in the 1970s must to some extent be a
consequence of his increasing

8. Milan: Bompiani, 1968.

9. Le forme del contenuto The forms of content (Milan: Bompiani, 1971); Segno The sign (Milan: ISEDI,
1973).

to. A Theory of Semiotics (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, and London: Macmillan, 1976). In
Italian, Trattato di semiotics generale (Milan: Bompiani, 1975)e

Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1984.

12. Il nome della rasa (Milan: Bompiani, 1980). Translated as The Name of the Rose (San Diego, Calif.:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, and London: Seeker and Warburg, 1983). Page references are to the London
edition.

institutional commitment to semiotics as a discipline—founding and editing the semiotic journal called
acting as secretarygeneral of the International Association for Semiotic Studies, and occupying the first
chair of semiotics at the University of Bologna. But it is also interesting to relate it to the political events
of 1968 and the consequent dissolution of the Gruppo 63. Eco himself tells, in his article of 1972 on "The
Death of the Gruppo 63" (Chapter Il below), how the 1968 workers' and students' movements had an
outflanking effect on the group's. and Eco's own, position concerning the artist's duty to attack the
social system indirectly, through the aesthetic medium, rather than by direct political action. In 1968,
according to Eco, artists and intellectuals were confronted, for the first time in years, with the
opportunity and challenge to involve themselves directly in politics, an opportunity and challenge which
the Gruppo 63 failed to take up, thereby bringing about its own demise.

One effect of this crisis on Leo, it would seem, was to reduce his polemical insistence on the special
political function of art, though his new interest in semiotics no doubt contributed to the same effect. It
is noteworthy, however, that Eco's response does not seem to have taken the form of a more direct
involvement in political affairs, at least in his main writings, and that he seems to have moved, if



anything, in quite the opposite direction. There may be, in the new specialization and academicism of
his theoretical work, signs of a degree of post1968 disillusionment.

To turn now to semiotics, what sort of subject is it, and what can a theory of it do? Semiotics or
semiology is the science of signs, and Eco's theory has been mainly concerned with what he calls general
semiotics, the general theory of signs. All forms of social, cultural, and intellectual life can be viewed as
sign systems: as forms of communication, and therefore as verbal or nonverbal languages. The task of
general semiotics, for Eco, is to develop a single, comprehensive conceptual framework within which all
these sign systems may be studied, not because they are all fundamentally identical but because a
systematic and coherent approach has intrinsic merits, and because such an approach facilitates
crossfertilization between the different fields that it covers.

Thus, A Theory of Semiotics is not principally concerned with the specific features of these different
fields, but concentrates instead on proposing a theory of signs, or "sign functions," and a related theory
of codes that can be applied to all of them. Eco's conception of his subject is avowedly imperialistic;
semiotics is proposed as a master discipline which will eventually unite into a single theoretical
framework all the different branches of study concerned with culture in the broadest sense.

In its allembracing, systematic character Eco's general semiotics has more than a little in common, as
noted above, with the philosophical system of Thomas Aquinas, the subject of his doctoral thesis. But a
major difference between Eco's theory and most philosophical or scientific systems is his distinctive
insistence that the theory makes no claim to represent the real nature of things.

It is here that we can see the most conspicuous and important connection with Opera aperta and its
theme of the disorder, instability, and essential incomprehensibility of the modern world. The theme
lies behind the title and much of the argument of La struttura assente which, while taking over many of
the fundamentals of structuralist thought, contains a vigorous criticism of the French structuralism of
the sixties—which Eco himself compares (The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, p. v) to Thomist thought—
for what he calls its "ontological" rather than "methodological" character: its conviction that the
ordered systems it describes are the systems of the world, a conviction illustrated in its most extreme
form in LeviStrauss's belief that structural analysis serves ultimately to reveal the perennial laws
governing the working of the human mind.

Eco maintains that structures are "methodological" in that they are provisional, hypothetical products of
the mind, and at most only partially reflect the essential nature of things. The ultimate truth, the
structure behind all structures, is permanently absent, beyond our intellectual grasp. The chapter below
entitled "Series and Structure," which is taken from La struttura assente, illustrates this aspect of Eco's
thinking, showing very clearly how his theory of the open work is carried over into his semiotics and
gives it much of its distinctive character.

One of the most interesting features of Eco's semiotic theory is this association of order and disorder, of
a rationalist explanatory structure with the conviction that nothing, finally, can ever be explained. In a
general way it seems to lie behind the broad eclecticism of his approach, his distinctive combination of



Continental and AngloSaxon theoretical sources, of in particular the extensive use he has nude of the
work ot the American philosopher C. S. Peirce. whose current vogue must be due in large part to Eco's
interest in him. More particularly, the association has determined three central concepts in Eco's theory,
the first and last of which derive from Peirce: unlimited semiosis, encyclopedia, and abduction.

The principle of unlimited semiosis is, Eco argues. vital to the constitution of semiotics as an academic
discipline. According to this principle, the meaning of any sign. both verbal and nonverbal, can be seen
only as another sign or signs—its "interpretant(s)," in Peirce's terminology—whose meaning, in turn, can
be seen only as yet another sign or signs, and so on ad infinitum. Meaning is an infinite regress within a
closed sphere, a sort of parallel universe related in various ways to the "real" world but not directly
connected to it; there is no immediate contact between the world of signs and the world of the things
they refer to. Eco thus frees the study of signs from involvement with the study of their "real" referents,
and lays the foundations for an autonomous science of semiotics by justifying the analysis of sign
systems in terms specific to them, without interference, at least in the first instance, from
otherbranchesofknowledge.

The principle of unlimited semiosis thus has much in common with the Saussurean axiom that meaning
is the product of structure and with the structuralist semantic theories derived from this axiom. Its
advantage for Eco is that it avoids the connotations of stability and organization that the concept of
structure carries with it, and makes greater allowance for the shifting, elusive nature of our knowledge
of the world. For the same sort of reasons, Eco now prefers the notion of encyclopedia to the
structuralist notion of code, to stand for the knowledge or competence that allowspeopleto use signs to
communicate—though, as we shall see, codes nevertheless figure largely in much of his semiotic theory.
The notion of code implies a view of this competence as a set of onetoone, dictionarylike equivalences
between expression and content, signifier and signified. In contrast, the encyclopedia, as Eco conceives

it. is much more complex and variable; it is like a net, a rhizome gatioa tangled clump of bulbs and
tubers—or a labyrinth, a vast aggre n of units of meaning among which an infinite variety of connections
can be made.

With the notion of code, communication becomes simply a matter of recognizing the onetoone
equivalences. With that of encyclopedia, it becomes a matter of tracing out one of all the possible paths
that can be taken through the network, rhizome, or labyrinth, and it is for this process that Eco uses
Peirce's term "abduction." The example par excellence of abduction is the act of criminal detection.
Eco's argument is that, just as the detective finds the author of a crime by postulating certain rules
concerning the connections between human motives and actions and physical events, so in the normal
processes of communication we find the meaning of a sign by postulating certain rules concerning the
relationship between that sign and others. Both cases involve finding one's way through the labyrinth; in
the latter case the rule may be more regularly applied (it may be "overcoded"), but the difference is one
only of degree, not of kind. All forms of communication, interpretation, and understanding are by their
nature, for Eco, tentative and hazardous acts of inference.

What has been said so far about Eco's semiotics may make it sound abstruse and unworldly. But it must
be emphasized, first of all, that Eco is not denying that we use signs to refer to the real world, and still
less is he denying that the real world exists; he is simply maintaining, with the structuralists, that sign
systems are grids which we impose upon reality and in this sense preexist any use to which they may be



put. Moreover, to view them in this way certainly does not entail cutting semiotics off from history. For
Eco there are two vital ways in which semiotics and the historical process are integrally connected.

On the one hand, viewing the structures of sign systems as methodological rather than ontological in
character entails accepting our description of them not only as hypothetical and provisional, but also as
the product of history, and subject to negation by history, as is argued in the chapter "Series and
Structure." By this means, Eco meets the objection of ahistoricity with which Marxists have often
attacked structuralist thought, and constructs a semiotic theory at least partially reconcilable with
Marxist historicism. On the other hand, semiotics is itself an instrument of intervention in the historical
process, a powerful practical tool for cultural, social, and potentially political change. This is a further
element of continuity with Opera aperta and Apocalittici e integrati, and their insistence on social
engagement.

Since Eco has told us that his interest in semiotics arose out of his work on art in Opera aperta," and
since this interest is also closely connected to his work on mass communications in Apocalittici e
integrati, what changes did his new theoretical framework bring to the ideas of the earlier books?
Although his new interests broadened Eco's horizons considerably. it is notable that the subjects of art
and mass communications occupy almost half the pages of La stnatura assente, and could still be said to
be a central, if less prominent, object of attention in A Theory of Semiotics as well. To begin with the
theory of art, it is perhaps surprising how many of the aesthetic principles of Opera aperta remain in the
later works.

In A Theory of Semiotics, as in Opera aperta, Eco maintains that art produces an essential effect of
ambiguity through the contravention of conventions of expression, but that such contraventions are
properly artistic only if they are part of a specifically aesthetic form. What the later work does, first, is
express these ideas in more wideranging theoretical terms; like all other forms of cultural activity, the
production and consumption of art is seen as governed by codes, and it is the violation of these codes
that is said to be the source of the effect of ambiguity. This new formulation opens the way to a
different conception of the function of art; whereas in Opera aperta the function was said to be
essentially cognitive, in the later books it is explained according to the structuralist principle that the
effect of the violation of codes in a work of art is to focus attention first on the structure of the work
itself, then on the codes which the work employs, and finally on the relationship between the codes and
reality, thus generating in the reader or viewer a renovated perception of him or herself and the world.

In A Theory of Semiotics, also. Eco argues that in art the violation of codes occurs according to a specific
structural pattern, a pattern which is said to be the distinguishing feature of artistic form, and replaces
the much vaguer notion of "organic" properties in Opera aperta. There Eco had argued that the
language of poetry is distinguished by its "iconic" properties, a special relationship between sound and
sense. Extending and developing this notion, he now suggests that all kinds of art are characterized by
what he calls a supersystem of homologous structural relationships" (p. 271);

r3. Lector in fabula (Milan: Bompiani, mg), p. 8.



that is, a code is violated not just at one level of a work, but at all of its levels, and between these
different violations there is a fundamental similarity of structure. This structural pattern constitutes
what he calls the "aesthetic idiolect": just as the term "idiolect" is employed in linguistics to mean the
language habits peculiar to an individual, so here it stands for the overall pattern of deviation, the
"general deviational matrix" (p. 271) peculiar to and characteristic of each work of art.

The trouble is, of course, that it is very difficult to see how such a pattern might be realized in practice. It
is true that there are numerous cases in literature in which the sound seems to be an echo to the sense
(though not as many cases as sometimes is supposed), and stylistic analyses such as Leo Spitzer's have
shown parallels between the meaning of texts and other levels of expression, for instance syntax. But to
suggest, as Eco does, that there is a multiple set of correspondences in all works of art, beginning from
their physical substance—to which Eco attaches special importance: in art, matter is "rendered
semiotically interesting" (p. 266)—and proceeding down to the various aspects of their content, seems
to require a good deal of clarification and empirical verification, neither of which has been adequately
provided in any of Eco's works.

The continuity in Eco's aesthetic theory between his earlier and his more recent books also testifies to
the continuing influence of Pareyson. For the notion of aesthetic idiolect is not only a revision of
Pareyson's notion of organic form but is also strikingly reminiscent of his insistence that it is the "modo
di formare," or style, that constitutes the aesthetic essence of any work of art. In another respect as well
Eco has remained faithful to Pareyson's principles: in his view that the intention implicit in a work must
be the determining factor in its interpretation, a view which in A Theory of Semiotics is asserted but not
seriously discussed, as in Opera aperta, except for the apparent suggestion the point is far from clear
that it is the aesthetic idiolect by which the intention is manifested. Thus, on these two scores, as on
others, A Theory of Semiotics shows not only a striking continuity with Eco's earlier work but also the
same tendency which we noted in Opera aperta to develop broad generalizations at the expense of
more specific problems; and in this case, as modern literary theory has shown, the problems are very
much a matter of contemporary debate. Although the systematic character of Eco's theory has a great
deal of attraction, it is clear that a price hasbeenpaidforit.

Between them, La struttura asses to and A Theory of Semiotics offer general models of the process of
aesthetic communication and the structure of works of art. These models are supplemented by the
more recent Lector in Tabula (the title, meaning literally "The reader in the tale," is a pun on the Latin
expression lupus in tabula, meaning "talk of the devil"), which is exclusively concerned with the process
of reading narrative literature." Here Eco stays within the framework of ideas developed in the previous
semiotic works, but follows the move in much recent literary theory to a more detailed studyof reader
response, thus also continuing an important theme of Opera aperta. The book begins with an attack on
the structuralism

of the 1960s for its insistence on the intrinsic, "objective" properties of works of literary art. What is
offered instead is the idea of interpretive cooperation between reader and text, a cooperation that
brings into play, according to Eco, not unchanging universal structures of the mind but sets of
presuppositions that vary with the passing of time. The main object of Lector in Tabula is to develop
general sets of categories that describe the process of interpretive cooperation, at the same time
making due allowance for its provisional,historicalcharacter.



As | have said, the sense of the social and political role of art becomes much weaker in Eco's work after
1968. It is thus not in the sphere of aesthetics but in the study of mass communications that the social
relevance of his semiotics is most apparent. For Eco, semiotic theories of meaning serve to expose the
ideological (in the sense of false) nature of forms of persuasion, when these suppress parts of the
meaning of signs and privilege others in order to further the purposes of specific interest groups, a
process Eco terms "code switching." This process is one to which he attaches particular weight, and his
discussion of it is one of the culminating points of A Theory of Semiotics. The "heuristic and practical
power" of a semiotic theory lies in its ability to show how acts of communication can "respect or betray"
the real complexity of the various sign

14. 1bid. This book is not the same as The Role of the Reader, which is a translation into English of a
variety of earlier essays; it does however extend and develop the first chapter of the English book.

systems that constitute culture (p. 297). By describing the structure of these sign systems in their
totality and the structure of the messages generated from them, semiotics can enable us to see how
messages can manipulate and distort our knowledge of the world, and it is in this sense that it is a form
of "social criticism" and "social practice"(p. 298). As Eco says in a note (p. 312), "Semiotics helps us to
analyze different ideological choices; it does not help us to choose." It serves the cause of social and
cultural awareness and provides a basis for political action, but it does not itself provide instructions as
to the kind of political action one should take. Like his earlier work on mass communications, Eco's
semiotics is associated with a democratic, pluralistic attitude to politics and culture. It means in
particular a hostility to any fixed system of thought or belief, since any such system must necessarily
misrepresent the real nature of our knowledge of the world.

It should be clear, therefore, that over and above a personal urge toward system there were powerful
intellectual reasons of a much more specific kind for Eco's interest in semiotic theory. Semiotics
provided him with concepts and principles that refined and expanded the ideas of his earlier works; it
united them within a single theoretical framework giving an enviable sense of clarity, confidence, and
purpose to the work of cultural criticism, which he regards as the intellectual's task. It is true that the
claims Eco makes about semiotic theory's future academic role do seem rather inflated. Semiotics in
general—and Eco's work in particular—has served an extremely valuable purpose by bringing to the
different disciplines a greater awareness of the nature and scope of processes of communication, and by
encouraging the interdisciplinary movement of ideas and methods.

But Eco's imperialistic hope that most of the arts and social sciences will eventually be united within a
comprehensive semiotic theory seems to ignore both the practical realities of the academic world, and
the necessarily openended and approximative nature of theoretical work in many of these subjects. This
last criticism, however, is directed more at Eco's conception of semiotic theory as a subject than at his
conception of his own contribution to it. He believes far too strongly in the value of dissent and
discussion, he has been far too actively engaged in the revision of his own past work, and he is far too
aware of the limits of human knowledge, to regard the ideas he proposes as anything other than
tentative and provisional, as workinprogress and as part of a continuing public debate.



| have so far concentrated on the theoretical side of Eco's writing. However, much of it has been very far
from theoretical in character, although it has been to a significant extent inspired by his theoretical
concerns. Four of his books's are collections of articles of a more or less journalistic kind, originally
published in dailies or weeklies such as the Corriere della Sera, Il Manifesto, and L'Espresso, as well as in
more intellectual or artistic periodicals like Quindici and li Verri. Before he became famous as a novelist,
Eco was already widely known in Italy as a journalist. Unlike the greater part of his theoretical writings,
Eco's journalism is often extremely funny; indeed. humor is a property to which he attaches
considerable importance.

As well as a number of parodies, Diario minimo (1963) contains the wellknown "Elogio di Franti" (In
praise of Franti), written in 1962. a celebration of the villain of Edmondo De Amicis's sentimental and
moralistic schoolboy novel Cuore. The infamous Franti, who respects nothing and laughs at everything
including his dying mother, is a model of evil for De Amicis's schoolboy narrator, but for Eco his smile is
better seen as a healthy assault on the dominant social and cultural order. Laughter, Eco says, is the
"instrument with which the secret innovator places in doubt that which society holds to be good" (p.
94). and such an instrument is clearly, for Eco, an important one. This view of laughter underlies much of
Eco's journalism, insofar as its humor or wit is usually directed at objects of a wholly serious kind,
objects which for the most part belong to the areas of interest explored in his more academic studies.

Most of the articles in the three later journalistic collections were written between the midsixties and
the early eighties, and can in a sense be described as practical extensions of Eco's semiotic theory. This
is not to say that his arguments are conducted at a high level of theoretical sophistication, or that he
draws to a conspicuous extent

15. Diario minim® (Milan: MonciadorL 1963), Il costume di casa (Milan: Bompiani. 1973), Dalla periferia
dell'impero (Milan: Bompiani, 1977), and Sette anni di desiderio

Bompiani, 1983). A selection of the work in these books has been published in English as Travels in
Hyperreality (London: Picador, 1987), formerly Faith in Fakes (London: Seeker and Warburg, 1986).

on scientific notions that he himself has elaborated; the theoretical work seems merely to have
prescribed the area in which for the most part he has worked as a journalist, and provides his journalism
with certain simple general principles and simple conceptual tools. Between them the later collections
cover a wide variety of topics, almost all of which are semiotic in the broad sense that they concern
modes of communication or signification. A number of articles deal with aspects of modern art or Kitsch;
others look at forms of popular entertainment, political debates and criminal cases, comics, films,
advertising, the press, television and radio, and various public events. All of them are highly topical, or
were when they were written, and all of them participate to a greater or lesser extent in a common
undertaking, what Eco calls (in 11 costume di casa, p. 251) the "clarification of the contemporary world."

This means analyzing the ideological implications of political, social, and cultural products and events
through a "critical, rational, and conscious reading" of their meaning (Dalla penferia p. 235); laying bare
the confusion, mystification, and manipulation to which the contemporary public is subjected;
inculcating in readers a constant attitude of healthy suspicion (diffidenza). Eco sees himself engaged in a
form of permanent semiological guerrilla warfare (Travels in Hyperreality, pp. 135144) against the mass



media and political power, in the cause of an openminded, tolerant awareness of the complexities,
ambiguities, and nuances in life.

Eco's novel The Name of the Rose is a suitable topic on which to end this introduction. The book cannot
properly be termed an open work—in his Postscript to it Eco describes it instead as "postmodernistic"
is—but it contains, in varying forms, most of the major themes of his work, and shows very clearly how
far the ideas and concerns of his presemiotic writings have continued to determine his thinking. At the
most obvious level it is a return to his original medievalist interests. The measured succession of the
monastic life he describes, the geometric layout of the buildings in which it is set, and the striking image
of the library, with its mazelike structure and the initially incomprehensible but actually intri

Postscrip. to The Name of the Rose (San Diego, Calif.: Harcourt Brace Jo)

care and highly organized classification of its books, all can be seen as a nostalgic material correlative of
the ordered system of medieval scholastic thought, which Eco initially adhered to and then abandoned
early in his career. The connections between the novel and Eco's subsequent, more modem interests
are less obvious but, to my mind, equally striking. | say "to my mind" especially because, even if the
novel is not an open work, Eco nonetheless insists, in his Postscript, that it is capable of a number of
interpretations, none of which should be regarded as definitive.

At the very start of Eco's Postscript the connection is made clear between the novel's title and the
principle of unlimited semiosis, although the point is not spelled out. The reference to the rose in the
Latin hexameter with which the narrative ends ("The former rose survives in its name; bare names are
what we have") seems to assert for Eco the unbridgeable gap between the world of signs and the world
of things. On the other hand, there is also, clearly, a contrast between the picture of instability, disorder,
and incomprehensibility offered by Eco's view of semiotics in particular and knowledge in general, and
the stable, ordered world of the monastery in which the story is set. Eco himself points out in the
Postscript that the labyrinth of the monastery library is not the same as the rhizomelike labyrinth or net
of the encyclopedia. Far from permitting an infinite variety of possible connections, it is a labyrinth
through which there is only one path—a material image, we may take it, of the intellectual world of the
books it contains and the monastic community it serves. We can read the burning down of the library at
the end of the novel as anticipating, metaphorically, the final destruction of this world, already seriously
threatened, as Eco's characters repeatedly observe, by the new culture of the cities and their secular
universities.

To say that the Holmeslike William of Baskerville represents the modem world which replaces that of
the monastery is to put it rather crudely; but he does display a striking acquaintance with semiotic
theory (according to Eco's notes, Franciscan thought of the period shows considerable awareness of the
nature of signs) as well as a characteristically modem view, as Eco sees it, of knowledge in general. Not
only does he illustrate, through his acts of detection, the essential nature of all semiotic processes
according to Eco; he also proposes a theory of detection strikingly similar to Eco's and Peirce's, repeating
verbatim passages from Eco's contribution to The Sign of Three, a recent collection of articles on Dupin
(Poe's famous detective), Sherlock Holmes, and C. S. Peirce." More generally, he seems to share Eco's



view of the essentially unknowable nature of things and of the provisional, hypothetical nature of the
structures we find in them.

"Relations," William says at one point in the novel, "are the ways in which my mind perceives the
connections between single entities, but what is the guarantee that this is universal and stable?" (p.
207). This doubt is confirmed for him by his discovery, at the end of the book, that the series of murders
was not the product of a single design drawn, as he had supposed, from the book of the Apocalypse, but
was in large part determined by chance. "l behaved stubbornly," he says, "pursuing a semblance of
order, when | should have known well that there is no order in the universe" (p. 492).

His final advice to his pupil Adso of Melk, the narrator, is that the "order that our mind imagines is like a
net, or like a ladder, built to attain something"; but—and here William quotes a Wittgensteinian
"mystic" from Adso's homeland, Austria—"afterward you must throw the ladder away, because you
discover that, even if it was useful, it was meaningless" (p. 492). Unlike his pupil and the rest of the
characters in the book, William is aware, as Eco hints in the Postscript, that our knowledge of reality is a
rhizomelike labyrinth and that no single path through it can be said to constitute the truth.

If William of Baskerville is only partially a semiotic theorist, he wholly shares the broad intellectual and
political values that Eco's semiotics carries with it, and that have governed his work from Opera aperta
onward. In the face of the conflict between the savagely oppressive representatives of the Papacy and
the equally narrow and intolerant Franciscan mendicants, not to mention their outlaw offshoot, the
revolutionary followers of the renegade Fra Dolcino (the Red Brigades of the fourteenth century),
William's attitude is to agree with neither side but to see right and wrong in both, to make distinctions
where others confuse issues and see similarities where others see utter opposition. Like Eco, he is a
doubter by principle who believes in democracy rather than oppression and in discussion rather than
revelation, all in accordance with his theoretical recognition of the impossibility of certain knowledge.
He dislikes purity, he says (in a phrase which, we learn from the Postscript, Eco is particularly proud of).
because it acts in too much haste.

Like Eco, finally, William of Baskerville believes in the salutary power of laughter. As he eventually
discovers, most of the murders were caused by the attempt of the blind monk Jorge of Burgos (a name
not without reference to that of another writer with an interest in labyrinths) to keep concealed the lost
second book of Ariscode's Poetics, which dealt with the subject of comedy. The danger lay in the book's
potentially corrupting and subversive effect: it made laughter respectable. William's response is to argue
a point that is wholly typical of Eco's view of his practical duty as an intellectual: "Perhaps the mission of
those who love mankind is to make people laugh at the truth, to make truth laugh, because the only
truth lies in learning to free ourselves from insane passion for the truth" (P. 491).

The Open Work

I. The Poetics of the Open Work



A number of recent pieces of instrumental music are linked by a common feature: the considerable
autonomy left to the individual performer in the way he chooses to play the work. Thus, he is not merely
free to interpret the composer's instructions following his own discretion (which in fact happens in
traditional music), but he must impose his judgment on the form of the piece, as when he decides how
long to hold a note or in what order to group the sounds: all this amounts to an act of improvised
creation. Here are some of the bestknown examples of the process.

1. In Klavierstiick XI, by Karlheinz Stockhausen, the composer presents the performer a single large sheet
of music paper with a series of note groupings. The performer then has to choose among these
groupings, first for the one to start the piece and, next, for the successive units in the order in which he
elects to weld them together. In this type of performance, the instrumentalist's freedom is a function of
the "narrative" structure of the piece, which allows him to "mount" the sequence of musical units in the
order he chooses.

2. In Luciano Berio's Sequence for Solo Flute, the composer presents the performer a text which
predetermines the sequence and intensity of the sounds to be played. But the performer is free to
choose how long to hold a note inside the fixed framework imposed on him, which in turn is established
by the fixed pattern of the metronome's beat.

3. Henri Pousseur has offered the following description of his piece Scambi:

Scambi is not so much a musical composition as a field of possibilities, an explicit invitation to exercise
choice. It is made up of sixteen sections. Each of these can be linked to any two others, without
weakening the logical continuity of the musical process. Two edits sections. for example, arc introduced
by similar motifs (after which they evolve in divergent patterns); another pair of sections, on the
contrary, tends to develop towards the same climax. Since the performer can start or finish with any one
section, a considerable number of sequential permutations are made available to him. Furthermore, the
two sections which begin on the same motif can be played simultaneously, so as to present a more
complex structural polyphony. It is not out of the question that we conceive these formal notations as a
marketable product: if they were taperecorded and the purchaser had a sufficiently sophisticated
reception apparatus, then the general public would be in a position to develop a private musical
construct of its own and a new collective sensibility in matters of musical presentation and duration
could emerge.

4. In Pierre Boulez's Third Sonata for Piano, the first section (Antiphonie, Formant t) is made up of ten
different pieces on ten corresponding sheets of music paper. These can be arranged in different
sequences like a stack of filing cards, though not all possible permutations are permissible. The second
part (Formant 2, Thrope) is made up of four parts with an internal circularity, so that the performer can
commence with any one of them, linking it successively to the others until he comes round full circle.

No major interpretative variants are permitted inside the various sections, but one of them, Parenthese,
opens with a prescribed time beat, which is followed by extensive pauses in which the beat is left to the



player's discretion. A further prescriptive note is evinced by the composer's instructions on the manner
of linking one piece to the next (for example, sans retenir, enchainer sans interruption, and so on).

What is immediately striking in such cases is the macroscopic divergence between these forms of
musical communication and the timehonored tradition of the classics. This difference can be formulated
in elementary terms as follows: a classical composition, whether it be a Bach fugue, Verdi's A Ida, or
Stravinsky's Rite of Spring, posits an assemblage of sound units which the composer arranged in a
closed, welldefined manner before presenting it to the listener. He converted his idea into conventional
symbols which more or less oblige the eventual performer to reproduce the format devised by the
composer himself, whereas the new musical works referred to above reject the definitive, concluded
message and multiply the formal possibilities of the distribution of their elements.

They appeal to the initiative of the individual performer, and hence they offer themselves not as finite
works which prescribe specific repetition along given structural coordinates but as "open" works, which
are brought to their conclusion by the performer at the same time as he experiences them on an
aesthetic plane.’

To avoid any confusion in terminology, it is important to specify that here the definition of the "open
work," despite its relevance in formulating a fresh dialectics between the work of art and its performer,
still requires to be separated from other conventional applications of this term. Aesthetic theorists, for
example, often have recourse to the notions of "completeness" and "openness" in connection with a
given work of art. These two expressions refer to a standard situation of which we are all aware in our
reception of a work of art: we see it as the end product of an author's effort to arrange a sequence of
communicative effects in such a way that each individual addressee can refashion the original
composition devised by the author. The addressee is bound to enter into an interplay of stimulus and
response which depends on his unique capacity for sensitive reception of the piece. In this sense the
author presents a finished product with the intention that this particular composition should be
appreciated and received in the same form as he devised it.

As he reacts to the play of stimuli and his own response to their patterning, the individual addressee is
bound to supply his own existential credentials, the sense conditioning which is peculiarly his own, a
defined culture, a set of tastes, personal inclinations, and prejudices. Thus, his comprehension of the
original artifact is always modified by his particular and individual perspective.

In fact, the form of the work of art gains its aesthetic validity precisely in proportion to the number of
different perspectives from which it can be viewed and understood. These give it a wealth of different
resonances and echoes without impairing its original essence; a road traffic sign, on the other hand, can
be viewed in only one sense, and, if it is transfigured into some fantastic meaning by an imaginative
driver, it merely ceases to be that particular traffic sign with that particular meaning. A work of art,
therefore, is a cornpiece and closed form in its uniqueness as a balanced organic whole. while at the
same time constituting an open product on account of its susceptibility to countless different
interpretations which do not impinge on its unadulterable specificity.



Hence, every reception of a work of art is both an interpretation and a performance of it, because in
every reception the work takes on a fresh perspective for itself Nonetheless, it is obvious that works like
those of Berio and Stockhausen are "open" in a far more tangible sense. In primitive terms we can say
that they are quite literally "unfinished": the author seems to hand them on to the performer more or
less like the components of a construction kit.

He seems to be unconcerned about the manner of their eventual deployment. This is a loose and
paradoxical interpretation of the phenomenon. but the most immediately striking aspect of these
musical forms can lead to this kind of uncertainty, although the very fact of our uncertainty is itself a
positive feature: it invites us to consider why the contemporary artist feels the need to work in this kind
of direction, to try to work out what historical evolution of aesthetic sensibility led up to it and which
factors in modern culture reinforced it. We are then in a position to surmise how these experiences
should be viewed in the spectrum of a theoretical aesthetics.

Pousseur has observed that the poetics of the "open" work tends to encourage "acts of conscious
freedom" on the part of the performer and place him at the focal point of a network of limitless
interrelations, among which he chooses to set up his own form without being influenced by an external
necessity which definitively prescribes the organization of the work in hand.= At this point one could
object (with reference to the wider meaning of "openness" already introduced in this essay) that any
work of art, even if it is not passed on to the addressee in an unfinished state, demands a free, inventive
response, if only because it cannot really be appreciated unless the performer somehow reinvents it in
psychological collaboration with the author himself.

Yet this remark represents the theoretical perception of contemporary aesthetics, achieved only after
painstaking consideration of the function of artistic performance; certainly an artist of a few centuries
ago was far from being aware of these issues. Instead nowadays it is primarily the artist who is aware of
its implications. In fact, rather than submit to the "openness" as an inescapable element of artistic
interpretation, he subsumes it into a positive aspect of his production, recasting the work so as to
expose it to the maximum possible "opening."

The force of the subjective element in the interpretation of a work of art (any interpretation implies an
interplay between the addressee and the work as an objective fact) was noticed by classical writers,
especially when they set themselve