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			Patrick Deville

			French writer

			
					Born in Saint-Brévin (Western France) in 1957

					Notable works:	Pura Vida (2004), novel

	Kampuchéa (2011), novel

	Plague and Cholera (2012), novel




			

			After completing two Masters degrees in French literature and comparative literature, Patrick Deville (born in 1957) gained a teaching qualification in philosophy and went abroad to teach. He thus began a series of journeys that would lead him to the Middle East, Africa and Central America. While travelling abroad, he became involved in organising literary events, as well as in the management of the French writers’ and translators’ magazine Meet and in the creation of the Latin American prize for new literature in 1996. His passion for Latin America is also expressed through his work, especially in Pura Vida (‘Pure Life’, 2004) and La Tentation des Armes à Feu (‘The Temptation of Fireworks’, 2006), which constituted a turning point in his writing and a major shift away from his novels Le Feu d’Artifice (‘The Fireworks’, 1992), La Femme Parfaite (‘The Perfect Woman’, 1995) and Ces deux-là (‘These Two’, 2000), which are all written in a minimalist style. Fascinated by adventure stories, he also wrote Equatoria (2009), Kampuchéa (2011) and Plague and Cholera (2012).

		


		
			Plague and Cholera

			A vibrant tribute to a forgotten researcher

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Deville, P. (2012) Peste et Choléra. Paris: Seuil.1

					First edition: 2012

					Themes: medicine, scientific research, ambition, Indochina, exploration

			

			In Plague and Cholera, published in 2012, the narrator, through a “ghost of the future”, sets out to find out about Alexandre Yersin, one of the members of Louis Pasteur’s first team that discovered the bacteria that cause the plague and invented the vaccine against the illness. But Yersin is not just a scientific genius: he is also a sailor, explorer, cartographer, mechanic, architect, photographer, a rubber and quinine plantation owner, and above all a man with encyclopaedic knowledge who wants to know everything, and is ready to give up a promising career in the Pasteur Institute.

			Patrick Deville uses the richness of his life to his advantage to describe the problems and the progress of the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, and to thus prevent them from being forgotten. He also pays tribute to the extraordinary fates of the men who crossed paths with Yersin and contributed, in their own way, to humanity’s advancement.

			

			
				
					1 All quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			A persistent dream

			Alexandre Yersin’s father died before he was born from a brain haemorrhage, while his mother, Fanny, moved to Morgues (Switzerland) where she founded a boarding house for young girls. Even as a child, Yersin has his father’s passion for insects, his taste for exploration in the woods and a profound dislike for the futile activities his mother teaches him, as well as for material goods. He chooses to study medicine.

			At the age of 20, he starts studying in Germany. Thirsty for knowledge, he leaves Marburg for a better education in Berlin. There he discovers the existence of the British missionary and traveller Livingstone, who becomes his role model, as well as the atrocities committed during colonisation, anti-Semitism and the devastating effects of disease. The narrator wonders what Yersin’s life might have been like if he had accepted fascist teachings, if he had stayed in Marburg or if he had got married: in all three cases, he would have been unable to live the life he dreamed of.

			In Paris, the chemist and biologist Pasteur has managed to create a vaccine against rabies. Yersin joins his group thanks to the doctor Émile Roux. He writes a thesis on diphtheria and tuberculosis, discovers Yersinia pseudotuberculosis and reads explorers’ tales.

			When he leaves to study microbes in Normandy, Yersin sees the sea for the first time and wants to travel, ready to leave his scientific career. In 1889, during the Universal Exposition in Paris, the Pasteur Institute organises conferences for doctors from all over the world. But Yersin, who is not motivated by fame, dreams of the open sea.

			Nha Trang

			Five years later, after delving into other domains (dermatology, ophthalmology and minor surgery), Yersin decides to leave for Asia. As a doctor, he goes to Marseilles on a liner belonging to the shipping company “Messageries Maritimes” that is travelling to the Far East. In 1940, he leaves the same town to go to Nha Trang, where he ends up staying.

			Yersin observes the landscapes and forgotten islands, and studies English. He is assigned as a sailor to the Saigon-Manila line and, pushing his explorations further and further by land or water, writes the first accounts of his adventures. He faces local tribes: the Mnong and Xo Dang people. Yersin meets Albert Calmette, a former sailor and soldier, a member of Pasteur’s team who moved to Saigon to build a Pasteur Institute there. When Yersin is transferred to the Saigon-Haiphong line, his friend Captain Flotte encourages him to dedicate himself to cartography and to exploration: he allows the scientist to move to Nha Trang.

			Wanderlust

			Once he is there, he takes care of the poor and, like Livingstone, becomes an explorer: he undertakes expeditions to the jungle, surrounded by insects, in unnamed territories, and finds his taste for freedom again. Thus, Yersin and Pasteur share their love for exploring and a life full of travelling, but Yersin will never have Pasteur’s notoriety, as the latter has used his taste for politics to get ahead.

			The ghost of the future who is following Yersin notices similarities between his life and the life of the poet Rimbaud, and questions the unrealistic and ridiculous nature of man’s destiny. The writer Louis-Ferdinand Destouches, known under the pseudonym Céline, also has many things in common with Yersin: he studied medicine, spent time at the Pasteur Institute, and desires freedom and exploration. The narrator also pays tribute to Joseph Meister, a caretaker at the Pasteur Institute, the first man to be cured of rabies, and defender of the Institute in the face of the Nazis before committing suicide.

			After three months of travelling, Yersin reaches the Mekong for the first time by land, but he keeps away from social events. Abandoning travelling with great explorers, he seeks financial support from “Messageries Maritimes”. He goes on a two-year expedition through the Annamite Mountains to find places that are suitable for rearing animals, and to make an inventory of its forests and mineral riches. He discovers the Da Lat Plateau and befriends Paul Doumer, the new governor general of Indochina.

			Yersin oversees an operation on himself to extract the spear that pierced him while he was chasing pirates who had ransacked a Mnong village. Once he has recovered, he organises another expedition with the aim of establishing a new route between Tonkin and Laos. When he arrives, Pasteur and Roux send him to Hong Kong to study the plague epidemic.

			A decisive discovery

			The Japanese, hoping to derive glory and profit from a potential discovery, take over all autopsies. Yersin must then set up in a makeshift laboratory and buy cadavers. In 1894, while analysing bubonic plague victims, he discovers the microbe – Kitasato will later try to take credit for the discovery – and returns to Nha Trang.

			Yersin sets up a modest research centre for animal diseases by working with Pestas, a vet. He is visited by Hubert Lyautey, a French soldier who played a critical role in colonisation and in the Dreyfus affair.

			He is sent to Madagascar to study the microbe of bilious diseases. He is particularly interested in latex and the invention of the tyre. A year later, he is summoned to Paris to look into plague-causing bacteria and invent a vaccine. He then goes to Nha Trang to make a large quantity of the serum.

			The Chinese seem hostile to the vaccination of plague patients and Yersin has not yet proven the safety of the remedy. He treats a seminarian who was contaminated during a Catholic mission to Guangzhou, and he is cured. Yersin then goes to Macao to continue the vaccinations. He goes back to Nha Trang to produce the plague vaccine, but the British require his help in Bombay.

			Further progress

			Yersin builds an institute and begins to write down his memories of exploring. He learns about architecture, electricity and mechanics, buys his first steam-powered car, and founds a society to develop research on ploughing and pasture lands with Roux and Calmette. He also invents a drink called “Kola-Cannelle” which could have made him a millionaire. As he has not applied for a patent for his plague vaccine, it is the creation of serum for rinderpest which allows him to meet his needs.

			Yersin is in charge of a new health facility but, two years later, he resigns and visits his sister, Émilie, in France, as their mother has just died. While Pasteur’s scientists receive Nobel prizes, Yersin and Émilie, who has become a poultry farmer, try to improve their chicken production.

			When he returns to Nha Trang, Yersin lives a quiet life, between inventions and the development of the village. He encourages hunters to become farmers and provides them with clear land. Unfazed by the gossip concerning him, Yersin works on the construction of the railway line that is to connect Nha Trang and Phan Rang while continuing his research. Keen for progress and earning money from his rubber plantation, he is interested in planes, but believes them to still be very dangerous.

			Yersin continues to acclimatise plants imported from Europe to Indochina, while war and epidemics continue to have devastating effects. He partners up with Albert Lambert to grow the cinchona tree, and to expand his plantations and herds of animals. He becomes the first rubber plantation owner in Vietnam and invents, with the help of the agronomist Vernet, a device to measure the density of latex. While France is at war, Yersin discovers the Hon Ba hill, builds a house there and devotes himself to his new passions: botany, orchids and exotic birds.

			Observing the tides

			Yersin goes to Paris after the war to see his loved ones and returns to the Pasteur Institute, where he is awarded the medal of the Royal Geography Society, although this is not remotely comparable with the numerous awards of his friends from the Pasteur Institute. When he gets back to Nha Trang, he takes an interest in meteorology, installs a wireless telegraphy network from Nha Trang to Suoi Giao and Hon Ba, and builds a 30-kilometre road of hairpin bends.

			The bacteriologist’s voluntary isolation is further accentuated when he loses Lambert, his friend Doumer and his sister Émilie. When Roux and Calmette die, Yersin is appointed honorary director of the Institute’s headquarters. He writes his will, in which he leaves everything to the Pasteur Institute of Indochina, leaves pensions to his Vietnamese servants and gives instructions for his burial. Additionally, he answers his biographers’ questions.

			Yersin observes the tides and waits for death, while war and the nuclear arms race continue in Europe and Asia. When the “ghost of the future” visits Nha Trang, which has become a seaside resort, it seems that although Yersin and other adventurers have changed the world and risked their lives to save thousands of people by putting an end to various illnesses (leprosy, typhoid, malaria, tuberculosis, cholera, the plague), many of them have been forgotten.

		


		
			Character study

			Alexandre Yersin

			Yersin inherited his passion for science from his father, who was an entomology enthusiast. With a practical and empirical spirit, he spends his childhood exploring the neighbouring woods and making kites, already evidencing a marked taste for freedom which will characterise the life of this self-taught genius. Indeed, his love for freedom from constraints leads him not only to leave the laboratories of the Pasteur Institute to travel the world, but also to renounce glory to live how he wishes to, far from routine, becoming the “divine creator of the waking dream that he makes come true” (p. 137).

			Although Yersin is the first to isolate the plague bacterium and is an eminent scientist who is extremely altruistic – as he “considers medicine to be a vocation” (p. 71), and believes that “asking for money to take care of the sick is a bit like asking for their wallets or their lives” (p. 71) – he is, above all, “a jack of all trades, a specialist in tropical agronomy and a bacteriologist, an ethnologist and a photographer” (p. 184), as well as a sailor and explorer. His insatiable thirst for knowledge means that he accumulates “the mathematical knowledge necessary for astronomy”, and studies geodesy (the science of the shape and size of the Earth), architecture, electricity, mechanics, animal diseases, tides, poultry farming, botany, orchids and even exotic birds. Nonetheless, he is “soon bored” (p. 70) of everything.

			This encyclopaedic curiosity can also be seen in the fact that “all his life, Yersin chooses the newest and most

			
			A crowd of secondary characters

			
			
					Louis Pasteur (French chemist and biologist, 1822-1895): “The two men liked each other, harsh, honest and quiet men, with blue eyes, cold as snow and ice” (p. 30);

					Pierre Loti (French writer, 1850-1923): “These two men have solitude from their childhood in common. Modest and honest provincial families, strict Protestantism, absent fathers. These men grew up around women. On account of this, they have a latent misogyny and an undecided sexuality, as well as the dream of crossing the seas and oceans” (p. 33);

					The writer Céline (1894-1961), who shares Yersin’s love for “savage freedom” (p. 194);

					Rimbaud (1854-1891), the poet, mentioned several times, who is a sort of mirror of the scientist: Rimbaud abandons poetry to discover new horizons in Ethiopia, whereas Yersin abandons science to become an explorer in Asia. Both of them stray from the well-travelled road to explore, to “open roads, to construct paths into the unknown if not towards God then towards themselves” (p. 76). Moreover, this comparison is also noticeable through the language used by Yersin which is, to the narrator, “useful poetry” (p. 78). As Sciasca notices, “science, like poetry, can be found, as we know, one step away from madness” (p. 90).

			

			
			
					Louis Thuillier (French biologist and physicist, 1856-1883), who died of cholera, Pesas (a military veterinarian), who died in a laboratory accident, or Vinh Tham, who died of plague like so many others: three men who died while trying to effect progress;

					Captain Flotte, an essential figure in Yersin’s life, as he encourages him to move to cartography and exploring by breaking the rules;

					Joseph Meister (1876-1940), caretaker at the Pasteur Institute, first man to be cured of rabies and defender of the Institute from the Nazis before committing suicide;

					His friend Serpollet (French manufacturer, 1858-1907), “a genius handyman, the holder of the first driving license in France and undoubtedly worldwide, the first industrial producer of automobiles” (p. 156);

					Jean Jaurès (French politician, 1859-1914), Paul Doumer (French statesman, 1857-1932) and Gaston Calmette (French journalist, 1858-1914), all assassinated for political reasons.
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