
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			PAULO COELHO

			BRAZILIAN WRITER AND LYRICIST

			
					Born in Rio de Janeiro in 1947.

					Notable works:	The Pilgrimage (1987), novel

	Veronika Decides to Die (1998), novel

	The Devil and Miss Prym (2000), novel




			

			Paulo Coelho was born in Rio de Janeiro in 1947. At the age of 23, he left Brazil to travel through South America (Mexico, Peru, Bolivia, Chile), Europe and North Africa. He returned to Brazil two years later and began working in the music industry, first as a writer of pop songs, then as a journalist specialising in Brazilian music and eventually as an employee at the American music label PolyGram. However, the lure of travelling and his desire for spiritual fulfilment proved irresistible, and he set off again in 1982.

			His first successful novel, The Pilgrimage (1987), was inspired by his own experience on the Camino de Santiago (a popular Christian pilgrimage route in Spain). Coelho has continued to publish regularly in the intervening years, and his work has been well received by the general public and the literary world alike: he won Elle magazine’s Reader’s Choice Award in 1995 and was elected to the Brazilian Academy of Letters in 2002.
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			The Alchemist tells the story of Santiago, a young Andalusian shepherd who leaves his sheep and his homeland in search of the treasure he believes is buried at the foot of the Pyramids in Egypt. The young man has many encounters and experiences along the way, all of which lead him towards the treasure he seeks while also helping him to discover himself.

			The Alchemist is a philosophical novel which was inspired by a short story by Jorge Luis Borges (Argentinian writer, 1899-1986), and champions the message that everyone is free to follow their own dreams and make them a reality. It has been published in 150 countries and translated into over 50 languages, making it one of the bestselling novels of all time.




		
			SUMMARY

			The first scene of the novel depicts the alchemist discovering a book of short stories by Oscar Wilde (Irish writer, 1854-1900). He reads one story inspired by the legend of Narcissus, but with a different ending: in Greek mythology, Narcissus was a handsome young man who fell in love with his own reflection, and was so distraught by his inability to capture it that he wasted away and died. However, in this tale the lake mourns the young man’s death, but only because it loved to gaze at its own reflection in the young man’s eyes.

			One night, an inquisitive young shepherd called Santiago decides to stop at an old church and spend the night there. He is looking forward to being reunited with the young woman he had fallen in love with the year before. The tale of how they met is told via a flashback, which is followed by a second flashback which explains Santiago’s decision to take control of his own fate by becoming a shepherd so that he can discover the world. 

			That night, he dreams that a child is leading him to the Pyramids of Egypt and that she tells him: “If you come here, you will find a hidden treasure” (p.13). Even though Santiago wakes up before she can show him the treasure’s exact location, this dream convinces him to embark on the long journey from Andalusia to Giza.

			In Tarifa (Spain), a fortune-teller agrees to interpret this dream, but she asks for a tenth of the treasure in exchange, and tells him that it is a very difficult dream to interpret because it is in the language of the world. Santiago is disappointed by her interpretation, and sets off again.

			After this encounter, he is approached by an old man called Melchizedek who claims to be the king of Salem and who offers to tell him how to find the hidden treasure in exchange for a tenth of his herd. According to him, the treasure is the shepherd’s destiny, and he explains that a person’s destiny is their life’s purpose. The old man’s words convince Santiago to set off on his quest. They meet again the next day, and the king advises Santiago to pay attention to the signs and to make all his own decisions from now on. To help him do so, the king gives him two divination stones called Urim and Thummim.

			Santiago then sells his herd and goes to Tangier in Morocco. He does not understand Arabic, which is the language spoken there, or the local customs, which he describes as “practice[s] of infidels” (p.32). His naïveté leads to his money being stolen, and he is so overwhelmed that he is on the verge of giving up until the divination stones give him a surge of fresh hope, after which he decides to follow the signs and continue his journey. 

			The next day, he meets a crystal merchant and cleans his goods in exchange for food. The merchant eventually suggests that Santiago keep working for him until he earns enough money to continue his quest. Santiago is determined to do whatever it takes to fulfil his destiny, so he agrees to stay for as long as he needs to.

			During this time, he tries to suggest ways that his employer could improve his business, but the merchant is resistant to change as he does not see the need for it. He questions the young shepherd about his motivation for travelling to the Pyramids when he could just build one in his garden, to which Santiago replies: “You’ve never had dreams of travel” (p. 51).

			The merchant then explains the five pillars of Islam, one of which is a pilgrimage to Mecca (Saudi Arabia). He says that he prefers dreaming about this journey instead of going on it, because he is afraid that once he makes this dream a reality, he will no longer have anything to live for.

			Almost a year after he first arrived, Santiago tells the merchant that he is leaving. He sets off again, and along the way he meets an Englishman who is looking for an alchemist. They both travel towards Al-Fayoum (Egypt) in the same caravan, and the Englishman lends Santiago his books about alchemy, but the only thing the shepherd understands is that all of the books share one common idea: “all things are the manifestation of one thing only.” (p.76)

			Santiago also has a conversation with a camel driver, who tells him that a clan war is brewing, but that he fears nothing because he lives solely in the present (“Because I don’t live in either my past or my future. I’m interested only in the present”, p.81). This idea greatly influences Santiago’s future behaviour.

			The caravan arrives at the oasis where the alchemist is staying. While looking for him, Santiago meets a girl called Fatima and falls in love with her. After spending some time with her, he is tempted to abandon his quest. Later, while watching hawks soaring through the sky, the shepherd has a vision of an imminent battle. He recounts it to the tribe leader, and when it comes true he is made a counsellor.

			When the dust has settled, Santiago goes to visit the alchemist, who reminds him that he must fulfil his destiny to give meaning to everything he has lived through up to this point. Seeing that the shepherd has doubts, the alchemist tells him what his life will be like if he decides to give up. That night, Santiago tells Fatima that he is leaving. She does not try to stop him, and decides to wait for him.

			The alchemist travels through the desert with Santiago and teaches him to listen to his heart. He also teaches him the language of the world and encourages him to follow every sign he sees. Along the way, they run into a group of soldiers who accuse them of being spies, and Santiago’s companion introduces the shepherd as an alchemist who can turn himself into wind. The soldiers want to see this miracle, but the travelling companions explain that they need three days to prepare. 

			Three days later, the shepherd successfully performs this feat by calling upon the desert, the wind, the sun and, finally, “the hand that wrote all” (p.144). The wind begins blowing so fiercely that “[f]or generations thereafter, the Arabs recounted the legend of a boy who had turned himself into the wind, almost destroying a military camp, in defiance of the most powerful chief in the desert” (pp.145-146). 

			They arrive at a monastery where the alchemist demonstrates how to turn lead into gold. He divides the metal into four parts: one for himself, one for Santiago, and two for the monk they meet there (one to thank him, and the other in case the young shepherd needs it in the future).

			Santiago arrives at the Pyramids, where he lets himself be guided by his heart. It whispers to him: “Be aware of the place where you are brought to tears. That’s where I am, and that’s where your treasure is” (p.152). 

			He begins digging at the spot his heart has led him to, where he is attacked. He eventually admits to his attackers that he is looking for treasure that he saw in a dream. One of the men replies that he is stupid and inadvertently tells the young man where the treasure actually is: buried under the sycamore tree beside the old church in Andalusia where the young shepherd had slept before he set out on his pilgrimage. Santiago decides to go there. 

			Along the way, he thinks back on the path he followed to reach his treasure, and remembers that he has to give a tenth of it to the fortune-teller. The wind starts blowing, and brings him a kiss from Fatima.




		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			SANTIAGO

			The novel’s protagonist is Santiago, a young Andalusian man who decided to become a shepherd two years before the story begins because he wanted to see the world. This brought him into conflict with his parents, who wanted him to become a monk. He has an inquisitive streak and a thirst for knowledge, and is constantly looking for new paths to follow when he is travelling with his sheep.

			He believes that nothing is more important that fulfilling one’s destiny, meaning the unique dream that all of us harbour deep inside, which can only be achieved if we are willing and able to fight for our deepest desires: “It’s the possibility of having a dream come true that makes life interesting” (p.10).

			Like everyone else, Santiago’s life has its highs and lows, and he is no stranger to self-doubt. However, he pays great attention to the signs and displays the courage and strength of will to make his dreams a reality. Although he sometimes loses heart, this never lasts long and he always finds a new reason to keep moving forward. For example, when the crystal merchant tells him that the journey to Egypt is too expensive for him, Santiago quickly changes his goal and agrees to work until he makes enough money to buy more sheep.

			Santiago listens to the world around him and to his own heart, and symbolises every individual’s capacity to dream. One of his most distinctive personality traits is his childlike openness towards others and towards life itself. As they grow up, adults tend to forget their true desires or bury them deep inside themselves by dismissing them as childish and incompatible with a “reasonable” attitude. However, Santiago reminds us that our fate is in our own hands and that following our dreams is always worthwhile.

			THE ALCHEMIST

			Even though the novel is named after the alchemist, his character always remains shrouded in mystery: his name, age and origins are never revealed to the reader (although the Englishman says that he is “two hundred years old”, p.113). His physical appearance is never described in detail either, aside from one brief description when Santiago first meets him:

			“Astride the animal was a horseman dressed completely in black, with a falcon perched on his left shoulder. He wore a turban and his entire face, except for his eyes, was covered with a black kerchief. He appeared to be a messenger from the desert, but his presence was much more powerful than that of a mere messenger.” (p.104)

			His only defining characteristics are his profession as an alchemist and his ability to interpret signs. His sole function within the story is to guide Santiago in his quest to fulfil his destiny, even though this is totally unrelated to the traditional definition of alchemy. The young shepherd sees him as a mentor, and he simply points him “in the direction of [his] treasure” (p.110).

			However, he acts differently towards the Englishman who wants to become an
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