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Introduction


In The Da Vinci Code, a thought-provoking and controversial novel, Dan Brown presents many descriptions of the internationally known Catholic organization Opus Dei.  Although Brown includes an assertion at the beginning of the novel, assuring the accuracy of his descriptions, many of his descriptions, due to the very nature of the topic with which they are associated, are controversial.  In particular, Brown’s descriptions of Opus Dei in The Da Vinci Code warrant further analysis. 


Brown’s Sources


When examining Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, the first things one must examine are his sources.  With regards to Opus Dei and the way the organization is portrayed in the novel, Dan Brown cites four key sources as part of the partial bibliography located on his website at www.danbrown.com.  Because Brown’s bibliography is only “partial”, one must leave open the possibility that information regarding Opus Dei in The Da Vinci Code may have come from other sources.  However, for the sake of examination, one must assume that Dan Brown used the listed sources as a basis for his “accurate” descriptions of Opus Dei and its members, including Silas and Bishop Aringarosa.  A close examination of Brown’s sources, however, may lead one to believe that Brown’s descriptions may be biased and, as a result, far from being as “accurate” as Brown claims in the Prologue.


Brown lists in his partial bibliography Robert A. Hutchison’s book Their Kingdom Come: inside the Secret World of Opus Dei as the first source, alphabetically, relating to Opus Dei.  Hutchison’s book itself asserts many outrageous things about Opus Dei, including that the organization is in the process of planning a crusade against Islam and that the organization has strong ties to the mob.  Additionally, Hutchison generally paints Opus Dei as a conspiracy within the Catholic Church, even insinuating that Opus Dei staged a coup d’etat, killing Pope John Paul I (Hutchison 253).  Clearly, referring to Opus Dei member as “The Pope’s Secret Warriors” and making extreme assertions with little or no evidentiary support illustrates the bias inherent within Hutchison’s work (Hutchison xiii).


In addition to observing the obvious bias against Opus Dei that manifests itself in Hutchison’s book, one can conclude, without any evidence from Their Kingdom Come, that Hutchison himself is biased against Opus Dei.  Hutchison has written articles such as “The Vatican’s Own Cult,” published in the London Herald in 1997, which also demean and attempt to shed negative light on Opus Dei.  In particular, in “The Vatican’s Own Cult,” Hutchison tells a one-sided history of Opus Dei.  He uses adjectives such as “deceptive” and “dangerous” and talks only of the so-called negative aspects of Opus Dei (Hutchison, “Vatican” 1).  Although he makes many negative assertions in reference to Opus Dei, its members, and its practices, he does not provide sufficient evidence to support his conclusions nor does he provide a balanced view of the organization.  Because Dan Brown used Hutchison’s writings as a basis for his portrayal of Opus Dei in The Da Vinci Code, Brown’s portrayal must also have been biased as a result.


In addition to Robert A. Hutchison’s work, Brown also consulted Maria Del Carmen Tapia’s Beyond the Threshold:  A Life in Opus Dei in his partial bibliography.  Tapia’s book, in its early pages, is not as biased as that of Hutchison.  In fact, after discussing the “contradictions” and “military language” present within Father Escriva’s work, Tapia goes on to tell of the kindness and understanding shown to her by her boss, a member of Opus Dei (Tapia 13).  However, as Tapia’s description of her own experience with Opus Dei progresses, Tapia’s portrayal of Opus Dei becomes progressively more one-sided and negative toward the organization.  In fact, Tapia goes as far as to assert that Father Escriva, a man who has become a saint through a process of rigorous examination of his entire life, shouted obscenities at her and kicked her out of Opus Dei (Tapia 277).  Such an assertion clearly seeks to do nothing but cast a negative light on Opus Dei and its leader, and one certainly must consider the possibility of the presence of resentment within Tapia’s writing as a result of her banishment.  


Published reviews of Beyond the Threshold, also lead one to believe that Tapia and her work are biased.  In fact, Paul Bauman of The Washington Post reviewed Tapia’s book and points out the bias inherent within it (X11).  He points out that Tapia illustrates her own bias within her own book when she claims that much of the book was written as “an exercise in mental health” just after her expulsion from Opus Dei more than thirty years prior to the publishing of Beyond the Threshold (1).  After considering both Tapia’s work and her bias concerning Opus Dei, one can conclude, as in the case of Hutchison, that Tapia’s bias against Opus Dei has lead Dan Brown to portray Opus Dei in The Da Vinci Code in a negative light.


Brown also cites Gordon Urquhart’s The Pope’s Armada:  Unlocking the Secrets and Powerful New Sects in the Church in his partial bibliography.  Urquhart’s book, however, presents no prominent mention of Opus Dei.  The book, instead, centers on negative descriptions of other Catholic religious organizations, such as Neocatechumenate and Focolare.  Urquhart notes that he had been a member of Focolare for nine years before leaving the organization and illustrates his hatred for Focolare and similar organizations by excoriating them in his work. 


The Pope’s Armada exudes anger, and Urquhart’s prevalent use of negative adjectives clearly illustrates his detestation for secretive Catholic organizations like the one which he had been part of.  For example, during the few instances when Urquhart mentions Opus Dei, he describes the organization as “secretive” and its movements as “disturbing” (Urquhart 8, xii).  Although Urquhart tries to present his work as if it were a scholarly study, it appears to be simply a means of retaliation against Focolare and similar organization.  


Although Urquhart’s work obviously illustrates a bias on the part of the author, the bias is not even the most significant reason why Brown should not have used such a work as a basis for his portrayal of Opus Dei in The Da Vinci Code.  The most glaring and important reason that Brown should not have used The Pope’s Armada remains the fact that it does not even discuss Opus Dei.  In essence, Brown used a book that negatively describes certain Catholic organizations that are similar to Opus Dei as a means of researching Opus Dei itself.  One need not be an experience researcher to realize that Brown’s method of research in this area is flawed.  Brown cannot expect to accurately describe an organization such as Opus Dei by consulting a work that merely describes similar organizations.  The fact that Brown used a source that has no direct emphasis on Opus Dei as a basis for portraying Opus Dei illustrates carelessness in his research and helps explain the inaccuracy of his portrayal of Opus Dei in The Da Vinci Code.

The final work included in Brown’s partial bibliography that contains information about Opus Dei and provided Brown with a basis for research is Michael Walsh’s Opus Dei:  An Investigation into the Secret Society Struggling for Power Within the Roman Catholic Church.  Although the title of the work may sound quite biased against Opus Dei, Walsh may actually provide the least biased source of information about Opus Dei that Brown cites.  Walsh provides information that sheds negative light on Opus Dei, but he also provides information that leads one to believe that Opus Dei is an organization that does good in the world.  By casting both positive and negative lights on Opus Dei, Walsh provides the most balanced portrayal of Opus Dei that Brown consults.


Additionally, Walsh’s other, less controversial works, such as Butler’s Lives of Saints and The Dictionary of Christian Biography, identify him as a serious scholar.  In short, Walsh’s Opus Dei serves as the least biased of all works present in Dan Brown’s partial bibliography regarding Opus Dei.  However, Walsh’s balanced portrayal of the organization may not have been enough to counterbalance the negative portrayals within other works that Brown consulted.  


After examining the content and authors of the books about Opus Dei listed by Dan Brown in his partial bibliography, one can easily see how Brown’s portrayal of Opus Dei in The Da Vinci Code is biased.  On the whole, both the authors and their works exhibit clear biases against Opus Dei for a myriad of reasons.  These biases undoubtedly carried over through Brown’s research and made their way into The Da Vinci Code in the form of “accurate” descriptions of the organization.  Clearly, after examining Brown’s sources, the “accuracy” of Brown’s descriptions begins to diminish.
Opus Dei References in The Da Vinci Code

Within The Da Vinci Code, Dan Brown portrays the Catholic Prelature of Opus Dei by descriptions of its beliefs and actions.  Not only does Brown use specific events to characterize the organization, such as Silas’s corporal mortification, but he also presents a general portrayal of Opus Dei through insinuations that he presents as facts, such as his assertion that Opus Dei was granted prelature status solely as a result of aid to the Vatican bank during a crisis (40).  A comparison between what Brown writes about Opus Dei, both specifically and generally, and what is known about the organization presents serious discrepancies.

In his novel, one of the most prominent and controversial discussions of Opus Dei centers on the topic of corporal mortification.  Brown’s character, Silas, practices corporal mortification via the use of a “cilice,” a spiked belt worn around the thigh, and a “Discipline,” a whip-like device.  Brown writes, “the spiked cilice belt…cut into his flesh, and yet his soul sang with satisfaction of service to the Lord” (12).  He describes Silas’s use of The Discipline, “he closed his eyes and swung it hard over his shoulder…he felt the blood begin to flow” (14).  Brown portrays Silas’s mortification on several occasions throughout The Da Vinci Code and, each time, emphasizes the cruelty and pain involved in the process, such as when he describes Silas’s appearance in Saint-Sulpice saying, “his broad, pale back was soaked with blood-red slashes” (128).


When comparing Brown’s portrayal of corporal mortification by Opus Dei members with other sources, serious discrepancies arise.  Although the organization of Opus Dei itself does not deny that some of its members do practice corporal mortification as a means of penance, it does emphasize that its members, on the whole, do not typically partake in such practices.  Brown writes, “all true followers of The Way wore [the cilice]” (14).  Yet, the organization’s website states that “Opus Dei gives more emphasis to everyday sacrifices than to [mortification]” and that a vast majority of its members do not wear such devices (Opus).  Brown’s specific description of the use of the Discipline is flawed.  Use of the Discipline, also known as a “flagellum,” is not intended to draw blood as Brown leads readers to believe (Morlino 1).  Furthermore, the use of the cilice and the Discipline are not unique or original to Opus Dei as Brown also insinuates.  In fact, the Catholic Church and the Jesuits have long utilized the device in their practices (Morlino 1).  Brown’s book, through its prominent, and at times inaccurate, exhibition of corporal mortification, casts a negative light on Opus Dei.


In addition to the negative depictions of Silas’s corporal mortification, Dan Brown also makes false insinuations about the role of women, as second class citizens, within Opus Dei.  The separate women’s entrance at the Opus Dei headquarters in New York City exemplifies one such portrayal (393-4).  Brown highlights the fact that “every Opus Dei building has [a separate entrance for women]” (393-4).  Brown informs the reader that the receptionist at the London headquarters, a purely fictional character, is a “male receptionist” (250).  His lopsided picture of Opus Dei as a male-oriented organization ignores the fact that the organization is made up of both male and female members.  According to Josemaria Escriva, the founder of Opus Dei and author of The Way, women should have “exactly the same rights and duties” as men (Escriva, Conversations 14).  Escriva recognized the presence of women as “a logical and entirely positive phenomenon” (Escriva, Conversations 90).  Escriva’s beliefs clearly demonstrate Opus Dei’s philosophy of equality and, although separate entrances do exist at the Opus Dei headquarters in New York City, the organization does not endorse or practice the widespread discrimination and unfairness portrayed by Brown in The Da Vinci Code (Eble 32).  By emphasizing a trivial fact about Opus Dei such as a separate entrance for women, Brown furthers his attempt to cast a negative light upon the organization while adding little value to his book as a whole.


Just as Dan Brown attempts to cast a negative light on Opus Dei through his emphasis on the alleged inequality within the organization, he also suggests an obsession with power and wealth within Opus Dei.  Brown depicts Bishop Aringarosa, the head of Opus Dei, as a man obsessed with retaining the power and wealth of his organization by all means necessary.  In the plot, Brown portrays Aringarosa bribing and deceiving in order to retain power and gain the wealth of the Holy Grail, such as when he offers his purple amethyst ring to the pilot in exchange for his turning the plane around (314).  


Contrary to Brown’s portrayal of Opus Dei leadership as avaricious and conniving, the organization’s official position is, “Opus Dei is focused on helping people grow in their faith…not on gaining power to implement some political agenda” (Opus).  In fact, Escriva has stated that Opus Dei “has no power, and wants no power” (Escriva 60).  He also emphasized that “all [Opus Dei] wants is to spread a Gospel message” (Escriva 60).  


Members of the Church close to Opus Dei have expressed outrage against Brown’s portrayal of the organization and his creation of a greedy, power-hungry character in Aringarosa.  Cardinal John O’Connor, Archbishop of New York commented in a homily that it was critical to “dispel the myth” that “Opus Dei is only concerned about the wealthy and the well-educated” (The Da Vinci Code, the Catholic Church).  In fact, O’Connor asserted that Brown’s myth “borders on calumny” and that he “considers the Archdiocese of New York to be privileged by [Opus Dei’s] presence” (The Da Vinci Code, the Catholic Church).  


The final and, perhaps, most controversial negative assertion made by Brown in The Da Vinci Code concerns Opus Dei’s relation to and sentiments toward the Second Vatican Council.  The Second Vatican Council, begun in 1962, reformed the Catholic Church significantly and, in the eyes of many, made the church more modern and less strict.  In the novel, Brown asserts that Opus Dei does not approve of the Council and that it, as an organization, seeks to return to the old ways of the church before its reform.  Aringarosa remarks in the novel, “the Vatican II fiasco—had left a devastating legacy” (149).  By having Aringarosa refer to the Council as a disaster and claiming that it had destroyed the Catholic Church, Brown depicts Opus Dei through the sentiments of its leadership as regretting those reforms.


The picture Brown paints is opposite to reality.  Opus Dei actually approves of Vatican II reforms:  “one of Opus Dei’s central ideas is that lay Christians are called to be fully part of the modern, secular world” (Opus).  Additionally, Josemaria Escriva declared:  “one of my greatest joys was to see the Second Vatican Council so clearly proclaim the divine vocation of the laity” (Escriva, Conversations 72).  This belief of the founder of Opus Dei that the Second Vatican Council was beneficial to his organization indicates, yet again, that what Brown writes in his novel and what is true in actuality are far from each other.

Brown’s attempt to shed a negative light on Opus Dei via his skewing of the portrayal of the organization occurs again as he asserts that Opus Dei gained Prelature status only because of a monetary exchange between the organization and the Vatican Bank in 1982 (416).  Despite Brown’s assertion, no conclusive evidence has been uncovered that would prove him correct, and his mention of this fictitious fact serves only to cast even more negative light on Opus Dei in his novel.  


Conclusion

In conclusion, Dan Brown spends a significant amount of time in The Da Vinci Code writing about the Catholic organization Opus Dei and its so-called beliefs.  He fictionalizes, creates from imagination, actions of Opus Dei members and leadership.  However, Brown’s portrayals of members, policies, and the overall organization itself directly conflict with official Opus Dei material and commentary from other sources knowledgeable about the Prelature.  Although Dan Brown portrays Opus Dei, especially Bishop Aringarosa as greedy and hungry for power, his portrayal could not be further from the truth, as Opus Dei’s stated mission is to bring kindness and salvation to those who are not wealthy and powerful.  In fact, Josemaria Escriva’s past comments directly contradict Brown’s portrayal of the organization.  

Not only do Escriva’s comments conflict with Brown’s portrayal of Opus Dei, but, more compellingly, Opus Dei and its practices are not as unique or unusual as Brown may lead the reader to believe.  In fact, organizations like Opus Dei are present throughout the world today.  Monks who live in monasteries take vows of celibacy just as some members of Opus Dei do.  Also, isolated monks and nuns who live in cloisters are separated from the opposite sex just as some members of Opus Dei are.  However, Brown chooses to point out specific negative events as he slants his portrayal of Opus Dei in a negative direction instead of pointing out the fact that organizations like Opus Dei exist throughout today’s world.  In short, Brown portrays Opus Dei in a negative light in The Da Vinci Code, but conflict exists between Brown’s fictional facts within his novel and what is known to be true about Opus Dei.
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