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			Henning Mankell

			Swedish writer

			
					Born in Stockholm in 1948

					Died in Gothenburg in 2015

					Notable works:	Faceless Killers (1991), novel

	The Dogs of Riga (1992), novel

	Italian Shoes (2006), novel




			

			Henning Mankell was born in Sweden in 1948. His mother abandoned him at a very young age, so he was raised by his father, a district judge in Sveg in the north of the country. He travelled from the age of 16, when he started working in the merchant marine. In 1966, he moved to Paris for a year and a half, before finally returning to Stockholm. Shortly after his father’s death in 1973, Mankell realised his dream of travelling to Africa, where he afterwards spent part of his time living. He was a socially committed author, and his work deals with a number of current issues, including violence, racism and AIDS. He is famous all over the world, in particular for his series of detective novels featuring Inspector Kurt Wallander.

		


		
			Italian Shoes

			A man facing his past

			
					Genre: thriller

					Reference edition: Mankell, H. (2009) Italian Shoes. Trans. Thompson, L. New York: The New Press.

					First edition: 2006

					Themes: the past, love, running away, the human condition, mistakes, death

			

			This novel, which was published in 2006, is, strictly speaking, less a detective novel than a thriller. It is the story of a search for the past. Following what he refers to as “the catastrophe”, the narrator Fredrik has retreated to an island where he is the only inhabitant, along with his cat and dog. His world is turned upside down by the arrival of Harriet, his only love, whom he left without a word thirty years earlier. Fredrik then begins to settle accounts with the past, initially because he is forced to do so by his former lover, and later because he wants to stop running away and start living again. His efforts will earn him a daughter and forgiveness.

		


		
			Summary

			When the past resurfaces

			The narrator, Fredrik Welin, is an old man who lives on an island in a state of extreme solitude. When he was younger he fell madly in love with a woman, Harriet, but when he left to study in the United States he went without saying a word to her and never gave her any news of him. Only the postman interrupts his solitude. However, even though they have known each other for many years, the two men still only say the bare minimum to each other.

			One day, in the middle of winter, Fredrik sees a woman walking along the ice with a walking frame: it is Harriet. When she falls on the ice, he rushes to help her. He is filled with emotion and invites her to stay with him. Unfortunately, he finds a letter in her bag which reveals that she will die soon. She has in fact come to ask him to keep the only really beautiful promise he ever made her: to take her to the Aftonlöten lake in the region of Norrland, where Fredrik has already been with his father. He agrees to grant her wish. This journey allows him to dive back into his past: it awakens in him memories of his father. Harriet takes the opportunity to find out why Fredrik left her thirty years earlier without saying a word, destroying her life, but she doesn’t manage to get any explanation out of him. He does, however, tell her about a tragic mistake he made during a surgical procedure on a young woman: he amputated the wrong arm. Later, Harriet also decides to tell him a secret: they have a daughter together, Louise. She wants them to meet in Rångevallen, where Louise lives in a caravan.

			From the first few miles of their journey, the former lovers are slowed down by an accident caused by an elk, and then by a flat tyre. On the road they pick up a dog to take it back to its owner, an old woman whom they find dead. In the hotel, where they could only get a double bed, Fredrik is woken up by Harriet’s cries of pain and despair. He tries to comfort her, but she is still asleep and hits him in the face. Later, the couple stops at an inn that the narrator has already stayed in with his father, then at a boarding house.

			When they reach the lake, the narrator goes through the ice as they are walking on it and falls into the water, but Harriet manages to pull him out. They then set off for Rångevallen to meet Louise. His daughter shows no warmth when she sees him and simply asks him to go fetch water from an abandoned farm, because she doesn’t have a well or running water. Louise also shows her father the boxing ring where she fights with her friends. She then takes him to visit one of her acquaintances, an Italian bootmaker whom Louise asks for made-to-measure shoes for her father. Later, when he is rummaging about in the caravan, Fredrik finds a large sum of money, along with autographed portraits of politicians. He discovers that his daughter writes to powerful world figures to criticise their behaviour. Shortly afterwards, Harriet’s condition worsens. The father and daughter take her to the hospital and get to know each other better. 

			When they return to the caravan, the narrator, Harriet and Louise argue about the past. Furious, Fredrik returns home. He then decides to make a second journey to see the young woman whose arm he amputated incorrectly.

			Life goes on

			The young woman, Agnes, lives in a house with three problem teenagers, Sima, Miranda and Aida, one of whom attacks the narrator when he arrives. All three have lived through war, exile or similar experiences. Fredrik sleeps at Agnes’s house but, during the night, Sima wakes him up, holding a knife to his throat. He leaves without waiting for the morning. Later, Sima visits Fredrik. She has run away and doesn’t know where to go. He lets her stay with him for a few days. However, the following morning he finds her in a pool of her own blood, covered with self-inflicted injuries. Sima dies at the hospital shortly after Agnes’s arrival.

			Fredrik spends the winter remembering the past and keeping up a sometimes turbulent correspondence with his new family, Harriet and Louise. After the death of his dog, he starts to restore his wooden boat. He feels increasingly lonely. Recent events have overcome his desire to remain on the island.

			One day, Louise and Harriet arrive at his house unannounced because Harriet wants to die there, but first she wants to have a summer party. The party is attended by some acquaintances, and at the end Fredrik apologises for always having kept his loved ones at arm’s length. This party is an idyllic parenthesis whose end is marked by the return of Harriet’s pain in the night.

			Fredrik’s cat disappears when a heatwave takes hold, and Harriet suffers more and more. When she dies, the father and daughter burn her body in Fredrik’s old boat and bury her ashes on the island. Louise leaves, promising her father that she will stay in touch and come back.

			After this, Fredrik spends most of his time pondering his life and writing fiction in his diary. One day, a letter arrives from Louise. Enclosed with it are photographs of Harriet and Fredrik when they were young, in which he does not recognise himself. Agnes comes to see him and reveals that the owners want to make her move out of her house. However, at the end of a boozy evening he forcefully tries to kiss her and, in spite of his excuses and remorse, Agnes leaves. Later, Fredrik writes her an apology letter. She forgives him, and he suggests that she and the girls move in with him. 

			Louise appears in a photograph in a newspaper article because she protested naked during an official visit of European heads of state to the caves at Lascaux. News of Louise’s act spreads across the area. At that very moment, she telephones her father to tell him that she wants to come to his house. Gradually, order comes into their lives and they get used to one another.

			Fredrik’s health declines. He suffers from angina and interprets that as one of the first signs of his impending death. Other crises follow. Nonetheless, Fredrik and Louise decide to celebrate the winter solstice.

			Meanwhile, Agnes decides to come and move in with him. Louise returns to see her friends, but plans on coming back. Some time later, Fredrik finds a bone from his cat and buries it, and he receives the shoes from the Italian bootmaker. He finds a photo of him and Harriet when they were younger with a message written on the back, which she left in a bottle.

		


		
			Character study

			The narrator

			Fredrik Welin is 66 years old and is “burdened with a memory that plagues me constantly” (p. 4).

			His hypersensitive mother tried very hard during her lifetime to save the family’s money while his father, whom Fredrik describes as obese and “browbeaten”, was a waiter. At the age of 15, during a meal with his father, Fredrik realised for the first time that he was incapable of guiding him towards his future; it was at that point that he decided to become a doctor. As a surgeon, one day he committed what he describes as a “mistake” (p. 4): he amputated the wrong arm from a woman. Since that event, he has lived on the island where his grandparents once lived.

			Although he says he has nothing to tell, he writes in his diary every day. At the start of the narrative, he asks himself about a possible change in his existence: should he continue in his isolation or live the life he has left? Every morning, Fredrik bathes in a hole he makes in the ice; this is the only thing that reminds him that he is alive: “Every day I jump down into my black hole in order to get the feeling that I’m still alive” (p. 5). He assumes the existence of a higher meaning in which it is necessary to believe in order to survive: “Life is basically about something more important. I don’t know what exactly but, nevertheless, one must believe that it is important, and that the hidden meaning is something more substantial than discount coupons and scratch cards” (p. 9).

			Harriet’s reappearance makes him abandon his way of life and overwhelms him: “Standing alone out there on the pier, in the bitterly cold wind, I started to cry. Every single door inside me was swinging back and forth in the wind, which seemed to be getting stronger all the time” (“First Movement: Ice”). From that moment on, he tries to give his life meaning: “I didn’t want to be a man who had to jump down into freezing cold water every day, in order to confirm that he was still alive” (ibid.). Harriet’s death makes him realise afterwards the disdain that he has shown up until now towards those around him. For example, he did not attend his mother’s funeral: “I realised now that I had despised my mother. Somehow or other, I had also despised Harriet” (“Third Movement: The Sea”). He then decides to right the wrongs he committed in the past: he grants Harriet’s last wish, gets to know his daughter and goes to ask for forgiveness from the woman who lost an arm because of him. At the end of the narrative, he has finally found meaning in his existence and the fear of death emerges in him after an episode of angina.

			Ture Jansson

			Ture Jansson is the hypochondriac postman of the archipelago where Fredrik lives, and one of the narrator’s rare connections to the outside world. For

			Harriet Hörnfeldt

			
			Louise

			
			
			Agnes

			
			
		

OEBPS/Images/9782806280985_title.png
BOOK ANALYSIS

Written by Noémi Pineau
Translated by Rebecca Neal

Italian Shoes

BY HENNING MANKEL

Bright

=Summaries.com





OEBPS/Images/BS-promo-newformat-2016.png
a
[d
2
<
z
<
X
o
0
(]

Shed new light
on your favorite books with

Bright

=Summaries.com

www.brightsummaries.com





OEBPS/Images/1.png
Bright

=Summaries.com

%)
@
3
<
z
<
4
o
o
@

BY HENNING MANKEL





OEBPS/Images/9782806280985_coverMarketing.png
Br |ght
=Su

mmaries.com

Italian Shoes

BY HENNING MANKEL





