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			Context

			Though it is now a record-breaking international bestseller, The Alchemist was not originally a commercial success. After a small print run of 900 copies in Brazil in 1988, the book went largely unnoticed. Confident his “fable about following your dream,” would find an audience, author Paulo Coelho found a second publisher in Brazil who took a chance on reissuing the work. The momentum started to build when a French edition became a bestseller in the early 1990s.

			In 1994, HarperSanFrancisco, a division of HarperCollins, was known for publishing books on spirituality, religion, wisdom, and personal growth. It was this editorial team that first published Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist in the United States—and the rest is literary history. There were other bestsellers that year that fell into the category of inspirational “new age” fiction, such as The Celestine Prophecy by James Redfield and Mutant Message Down Under by Marlo Morgan—none of which had the staying power The Alchemist had.

			The book has been translated into 80 different languages, and has been on the New York Times bestseller list for more than 300 weeks. More than 65 million copies of this extraordinary novel have been sold around the world.

			Filled with spiritual and philosophical references, readers of all ages find solace and inspiration in the allegory’s message: Find your path in life and pursue it with all your heart.

		

	
		
			Overview

			The Alchemist is a classic hero’s journey: An Andalusian shepherd boy has a recurring dream that inspires him to go on a personal quest to find treasure at the base of the Egyptian pyramids. Along the way, he meets a number of people who help him, including a gypsy, a king, an Englishman who wants to learn the secrets of alchemy, a camel driver, and Fatima, the desert woman with whom he falls in love.

			There are challenges along the way, but he listens to his heart and the Language of the World, learns to trust in omens, and rises to fulfill his destiny.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Alchemist: The alchemist is an unnamed 200-year-old man whom Santiago meets at the oasis. He knows how to turn lead into gold.

			Camel driver: After making a pilgrimage to Mecca and then losing his orchard, the devout Muslim found work guiding travelers across the desert. He is spiritual and finds happiness living in service to God through omens.

			Coptic monk:  At a monastery near the pyramids in Egypt, the Coptic monk shelters Santiago and the alchemist; to thank him for his help, he is given a portion of a gold disk that the alchemist made while staying at the monastery.

			Crystal merchant: The crystal merchant gives Santiago a job in his shop in Tangier. Despite his fear of change, he trusts Santiago to improve the once popular shop that had fallen on hard times. 

			Englishman: Santiago meets the Englishman on the caravan to the pyramids. The Englishman seeks the alchemist, from whom he wants to learn the science and art of alchemy.

			Fatima: The desert woman Santiago meets in the oasis during his travels to the pyramids. They fall in love, and she encourages him to complete his personal journey.

			Gypsy woman: The old fortune-teller Santiago visits in Tarifa who interprets his dreams and asks for one tenth of the treasure he finds.

			Melchizedek (The King of Salem): The mysterious and magical man who encourages and helps Santiago pursue his destiny; he shares his wisdom with the young shepherd, and gives him two stones to help guide him on his journey.

			Merchant: A shopkeeper in Tarifa with a dry-goods business, he buys wool from Santiago once each year. Santiago was infatuated with his daughter before leaving on his personal journey.

			Merchant’s daughter: The raven-haired girl with Moorish eyes whom Santiago wishes to marry before he decides to pursue his Personal Legend, and before he meets Fatima, the true love of his life.

			Santiago: The protagonist of the story. He is the Andalusian shepherd who sets out on a quest to realize his destiny.

		

	
		
			Summary 

			Prologue

			An alchemist picks up a book and begins reading. It tells the Greek myth of Narcissus who, infatuated with his own beautiful image reflected in the waters of a lake, falls in and drowns. A flower grows in the place where he fell.

			Unlike the traditional myth, however, the book the alchemist has found continues the story. Forest goddesses visit the lake, the water of which has transformed into tears. When the goddesses ask the lake why it cries, they learn the lake weeps for Narcissus.

			The goddesses erroneously infer from the lake’s crying that it misses Narcissus’s beauty. Instead, they learn that the lake did not know he was beautiful, but cry because it can no longer see its own beauty reflected in Narcissus’s eyes. The prologue ends with the alchemist musing, “What a lovely story.” 

			Part One

			An Andalusian shepherd boy, Santiago, stops for the night with his flock of sheep at an abandoned church. A sycamore tree has grown in the sacristy, stretching up beyond the now-collapsed roof. As he does every night, Santiago uses a book as a pillow—he enjoys reading, and buying and selling books when he’s ready for something new.

			That night, he dreams the same dream from the week before; and once again, awakens before it ends. Instead of dwelling on the dream, he looks forward to reaching the town of Tarifa in four days’ time where he will once again see the daughter of a merchant who buys his wool.

			They had met the previous year when Santiago was at the merchant’s shop to make a sale. Having noticed a book in his hands, she inquired about how he—a shepherd—became literate. He dodged the question, regaling the raven-haired beauty with stories of his travels.

			Though once a seminary student with aspirations of becoming a priest, he gave up on his studies, with his father’s blessing, in order to become a shepherd, thereby allowing him to roam the land. His feelings for the merchant’s daughter, however, make him think it might be good to stay in one place—with her.

			When Santiago arrives in town, he seeks counsel from a Gypsy fortune-teller, who he hopes will explain his recurring dream to him. In this dream, he meets a child who takes him by the hand and leads him to the Egyptian pyramids. It is here, the child tells him, that treasure awaits. But, both times, he wakes up before the child can show him the exact location.

			The Gypsy woman offers to divulge the meaning of his dreams for ten percent of his treasure. Once he makes his promise, she tells Santiago he must pursue his dream, and go to Egypt to find the treasure. Somewhat frustrated with this literal interpretation, he resolves to, instead, find the merchant’s daughter and ask her to marry him.

			Later, after getting a new book in town and sitting down to eat, a mysterious man dressed in Arab garb appears. At first, he seems to be a nuisance, but it isn’t long before he impresses Santiago with knowledge of the book he was reading. It contains, the old man says, the greatest lie ever told: A person cannot control his destiny. Santiago proudly asserts that, in choosing to become a shepherd, rather than a priest, he has already taken control of his own path.

			Melchizedek, the King of Salem, describes the notion of a Personal
				Legend. Everyone has one, and everyone believes in it until they grow older and
				become distracted by life and weary of ever achieving their dreams. That is, after
				all, what the Personal Legend is: that which a person most wants to accomplish in
				life. He then tells Santiago that he worries for the boy’s own Personal Legend,
				because Santiago is about to abandon his.

			Santiago puzzles over his meeting with Melchizedek. As a gust of wind
				kicks up, Santiago is reminded of the freedom to roam the world, and he decides in
				that moment to pursue his Personal Legend.

			The next day, he brings six of his sheep to Melchizedek, who speaks of “the language of omens” and Melchizedek, in turn, opens his cloak to reveal a gem-studded breastplate, from which he takes two stones, Urim and Thummim. These, Melchizedek says, are used for fortune-telling, but should not replace one’s own decision-making. Santiago will follow this warning.

			Having sold his remaining sheep to a friend, Santiago purchases a ticket to Tangier. Upon arrival, he realizes that he does not speak the language. Then a young man appears at the bar where Santiago sits alone. He speaks Spanish as well as Arabic. Santiago offers to pay the young man to serve as a guide to the pyramids. Shortly after he turns over his money, the guide—and Santiago’s money—disappear.

			Now penniless, with only his book and jacket to his name, Santiago resolves to continue his quest. He offers his services to a crystal merchant, whose hilltop business has declined over the years, and with it, his enthusiasm. Santiago is momentarily distraught by the idea that he’ll have to work for years cleaning crystal pieces in order to earn enough money to reach the pyramids. He figures, at the very least, he can earn enough to buy some sheep and eventually make money that way.

			Part Two

			Over time, Santiago’s marketing ideas—and the crystal merchant’s reluctant trust in his young employee—return the business to its former glory, and beyond. Santiago has earned a considerable amount of money in the process, and plans to purchase sheep.

			While packing to leave the crystal merchant, Santiago comes across the stones given to him by the King of Salem and thinks about how he and other people have helped him on his journey so far. He chooses to pursue his dream, which spurs him to find a caravan he can join to reach the pyramids of Egypt.

			Among the members of the caravan is an Englishman who, Santiago learns, wants to learn the universal language of the world. After studying for years at university, he is now in search of a 200-year-old alchemist who can teach him how to produce gold from metal. Santiago, in turn, explains that he, too, is in search of treasure. Unimpressed, the Englishman returns to his books.

			During their trek across the desert, Santiago also befriends a camel driver. Despite the fact that the man has lost his successful orchard in a flood, he is happy. Having made the pilgrimage to Mecca, the devout Muslim now devotes his life to serving God through the omens he discerns. Santiago is impressed by the man’s commitment to living in the present, and tucks this bit of wisdom away in his thoughts.

			Warned by passing Bedouins about thieves and tribal wars, the caravan makes its way to Al-Fayoum, an oasis nearly halfway to Santiago’s destination. There, like other oases in the desert, people are protected; the oasis is considered neutral territory. Fighting in areas surrounding the oasis, however, will keep the caravan stationary for some time.

			During his stay, Santiago helps the Englishman look for the alchemist. At one point, he stops to ask a young woman about the mysterious man, and immediately feels the Soul of the World. By this, he understands the universal language is love, and Fatima, the young woman, expresses that love perfectly. They meet frequently, and he tells her about his Personal Legend. Eventually, she tells him that she has learned from him about omens, and that his legend is maktub; it is written, and he must pursue it.

			Instead, Santiago decides he wants to remain with Fatima in the desert, that she is enough treasure for him. But when he observes two hawks in the sky attacking each other, he has a vision of an army invading the oasis. He tells the camel driver, who insists he also alert the tribal chieftains. They are suspicious of a desert novice who claims to understand what the desert has to say. Finally an elder tells Santiago that if he is wrong, he will be killed.

			The marauders do arrive, but because the oasis was prepared, everyone survives. Santiago does not want to leave Fatima, but she insists that he must fulfill his destiny. She will wait for him.

			Meanwhile, the alchemist has taken note of Santiago and approaches him dramatically on horseback. After passing a test of courage, in which Santiago demonstrates his ability to find life in the desert—another omen—the shepherd and the alchemist take leave of Al-Fayoum.

			Along their journey, the two travelers are captured by a group of warriors. The alchemist gives the chief all of Santiago’s money, and tells him that the boy is an alchemist who can destroy them by becoming a devastating wind within three days. The tribesmen scoff at the idea, but threaten to kill Santiago if he doesn’t follow through with it.

			Performing a sort of elemental alchemy with the wind, the sun, and heaven, Santiago convinces the tribesmen that he has become the wind: a great windstorm rises, and Santiago “reached through to the Soul of the World,” and could perform miracles.

			The shepherd and the alchemist are released and continue their journey. Before reaching the pyramids, they stop at a monastery where the alchemist produces a gold disk, portions of which he gives to a kindly monk and Santiago. Then, they part ways.

			Santiago listens to his heart as he travels alone, and is brought to tears at the sight of the pyramids visible in the moonlight, and by his gratitude to God for “making him believe in his Personal Legend.” In the sand, he spies a scarab beetle, and recognizes it to be an omen—a symbol of God. There, he digs all night for the treasure.

			Soon after, two tribal warriors arrive steal the portion of the gold disk he carried, and, believing he is digging for more, force him to continue. When nothing appears, they severely beat him. Suffering greatly, Santiago tells them he dreamt of treasure. Thinking he is insane, they leave Santiago—but not before one of them says that he too had a dream about a treasure. In the robber’s dream, it was buried at the roots of a sycamore tree growing in the ruins of a church, but he wasn’t stupid enough to search for it.

			Epilogue

			Having returned to Spain, Santiago digs near the tree in the old church. There, he finds a chest full of treasure. To it, he adds his precious Urim and Thummim.

			In the end, Santiago knows he has fulfilled his Personal Legend—not because he found the chest, which was in his own backyard, but because he followed his dream and traveled farther than he, a simple shepherd, thought possible. 

			When the levanter wind next blows in from Africa, it bears a kiss from his true love—his destiny—Fatima, to whom he will return.

		

	
		
			Character Analysis

			The alchemist: May be seen as a father figure or spirit guide who facilitates Santiago’s union with the Soul of the World, the fundamental unity of all things. Elusive to other inhabitants of the oasis, he reveals himself to the young shepherd, who is reminded of Santiago Matamoros—a Christian saint known as the “Moor Slayer.” Though he can turn base metal into gold, the alchemist is most powerful when he tests Santiago’s courage and will, and rewards the boy with his wisdom and encouragement.

			Crystal merchant: A mentor figure to Santiago, he offers the boy a paying job  to help out in his glassware shop so he can earn enough money to continue on his quest. The image of the young shepherd cleaning glasses in the window of a shop suggests multiple layers of clarity and vision.

			Fatima: Santiago’s security and his aspiration. She understands the importance of fulfilling one’s dream and encourages him to go forward on his journey. She sacrifices her love, Santiago, by not holding him back when he speaks of leaving the oasis. She has faith that he will return to her.

			Melchizedek (The King of Salem): A guardian angel, someone sent to encourage those who seek their Personal Legend. In the book of Genesis, Melchizedek is said to have been a priest; his name is derived from the Hebrew words for “king” and “righteous.” He tells Santiago to “follow the omens”  and, from his bejeweled breastplate, he gives Santiago two stones, Urim and Thummim, to help him make decisions when he cannot on his own.

			Santiago: A young man whose temperament leads him to leave his studies at the seminary behind in order to become a shepherd. The hero of a spectacular journey, he is attuned to the nature of things, has great faith in God, and believes in omens. Santiago listens to his heart and is open to learning the Language of the World. An avid reader, he seems to model himself on adventurers found in books; he remains curious about the universe around him.

			One may think of Jesus, the shepherd in Christian tradition, who—like Santiago—led a flock. He is tested along his journey and seems happiest when he has nothing (when his money is stolen, for example). He aspires to understand the true meaning of “love without ownership.”

			Humble and brave, he is grateful to all those who aid him on his quest.

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Abandoned church: Santiago’s story begins in a long-abandoned church in Spain, where he slept under the stars by a sycamore tree that grew inside it. Though he leaves Andalusia behind to follow his dream, his return to the church—where he discovers an actual treasure chest—speaks to the endurance of faith, religious and personal, and the treasure that can be found by those who seek it.

			Alchemy: Though discredited as a science, the aim of alchemy is to transform base metals into gold. In the same way, by Santiago pursuing his dream, he was able to achieve a personal and spiritual transformation. For him, not being afraid to fulfill his destiny resulted in a treasure more valuable than gold: love.

			Dreams: Literal and figurative dreams are woven throughout the narrative of The Alchemist. At the beginning of the book, a recurring dream reveals Santiago’s purpose—his Personal Legend. Though an actual dream—one that was confirmed to him by the Gypsy woman from whom he sought interpretation—it represents his greatest wishes and yearning, and sends him on his quest.

			Serving as a counterpoint to Santiago’s dream of treasure at the pyramids, the leader of the group of thieves who spares his life in Egypt tells him of his own dream: of traveling to the church with the sycamore tree in Spain.

			Santiago meets several people in his travels; some have given up on their dreams (figuratively), but the happiest are those who haven’t.

			Sheep: Santiago’s sheep serve as symbols of the comfortable, complacent life Santiago could have led, had he stayed in Spain or decided to remain in Tangier. He had responsibility in maintaining them, and a steady income. His decision to leave his sheep behind was a significant step out of his comfort zone in pursuit of his life’s journey. 

			The sheep also serve to illustrate Santiago’s ability to connect with the natural world. He communicates with his sheep, and understands their personalities and needs, reading to them and speaking to them. They provide his sustenance, and he took care of them—like Jesus to his flock.

			Urim and Thummim: In the Old Testament, Urim and Thummim were used in the divination of oracles. As is common in quest literature and mythology, the hero is given an amulet or sacred object to protect him. These two stones given to Santiago by the King of Salem—one is black, the other is white—have powers. When Santiago cannot make sense of the omens before him, he is to tap the power of the stones. Though the stones come up several times on his travels—like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, Santiago learns that he already has what he needs inside him and does not rely on Urim and Thummim for guidance.

			Wind: Early in the narrative, Santiago envies “the freedom of the wind.” As a shepherd, he had freedom to travel, but never very far. It is the levanter—the wind from Africa—that brought him thoughts of exotic faraway people and places, including “the smell of the desert and of veiled women.” He did not yet see that this was his destiny. Toward the end of his journey, he is tasked with becoming the wind himself—communing again with nature—in order to save his own life. The Alchemist ends with Santiago, having returned to Andalusia, breathing in the levanter that carried a kiss from his beloved, Fatima.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“And dreams are the language of God. When he speaks in our language, I can interpret what he has said. But if he speaks in the language of the soul, it is only you who can understand.”

			The Gypsy fortune-teller can interpret dreams, since they share a common language. Here, the woman is telling Santiago that he must listen to and trust in himself; only he can know his own truth. 

			“At a certain point in our lives, we lose control of what’s happening to us, and our lives become controlled by fate. That’s the world’s greatest lie.”

			Although each of us has our own destiny, we can choose to pursue it or not. The observation is that as we grow up, so many abandon their dreams for one reason or another. The King of Salem wishes to impart to Santiago this existential notion of personal choice and that he can live the life he really wants to have. 

			“When you want something, all the universe conspires in helping you to achieve it.”

			Variations of this message appear throughout the novel. They suggest that when you are in pursuit of your destiny, the world will help you to achieve your dream. It may appear in a form we do not recognize (luck, coincidence, advice from a stranger), but where there is a need, the universe will provide. However, one must have faith and be mindful of omens and signs that arise.

			“We are afraid of losing what we have, whether it’s our life or our possessions or our property. But this fear evaporates when we understand that our life stories and the history of the world were written by the same hand.”

			This view of the world acknowledges that humans have fears, but they need not be held back by them. When one sees that they are part of something greater than themselves—part of the history of the world, part of the great universe—the fear “evaporates.” We see this when loss of money or gold does not prevent Santiago from continuing on his path.

			“When I have been truly searching for my treasure, I’ve discovered things along the way that I never would have seen had I not had the courage to try things that seemed impossible for a shepherd to achieve.”

			Santiago’s Personal Legend was ostensibly about treasure—and indeed, he did find it. Here he acknowledges that it was also about the journey and all he encountered along the way that lead him to it. He was curious, observant, and attuned to the universe around him.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Author Paulo Coelho wrote The Alchemist in two weeks. 

					A movie has been rumored to be in the works for a number of years, but has yet to be produced. 

					The Alchemist has been on bestseller lists in 74 different countries. 

					Paulo Coelho believes in angels. In a 2009 interview with The Guardian, he said, “No, I never saw an angel, but it is irrelevant whether I saw one or not. I feel their presence around me. Not the classic angel with the wings etc., but you know that you are protected.” 

					The Alchemist set a Guinness World Record for the most translated book by any living author: 80 languages is a lot of translations.

					Paulo Coelho appears on many lists of top authors on Twitter. He has more than 11 million followers.

					When he was a boy, Paulo Coelho was committed to a psychiatric hospital by his parents three times. 

					The protagonist of The Alchemist is named after Santiago, the young boy in Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea.

					The original US edition of The Alchemist did not include the prologue, translated by Clifford E. Landers. It’s available in current editions of the work.

					Bill Clinton, Julia Roberts, Will Smith, Madonna, Oprah Winfrey, Neil Patrick Harris, Pharrell Williams, Trevor Noah are all fans of The Alchemist. 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Alchemy: In the Middle Ages, an early form of chemistry that combined philosophy and magic. The main goal of alchemy was to change lead and other base metals into gold, and to find the elixir of perpetual youth.

			Al-Fayoum: The large Egyptian oasis where Santiago meets the alchemist and Fatima, the love of his life. It is supposed to be neutral territory, safe from attacks by warring tribes, but Santiago sees an omen of an impeding invasion. His vision saves all of the inhabitants.

			Andalusia: Region in southern Spain; its borders are the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. 

			Caravan: A group of travelers who remain together for safety. The caravan Santiago joins is described as “huge,” involving many people, camels, a camel driver, and a leader.

			Hookah: A water pipe popular in the Middle East and North Africa.

			Levanter: A strong wind that blows from Africa to the Mediterranean.

			Maktub: An Arabic word that expresses the thought “It is written.” In the context of The Alchemist, it is spoken by characters of faith who believe that one’s destiny is, essentially, written; fated to be.

			Oasis: A place in the desert made fertile by water, seen as neutral territory to marauders and fighters. In The Alchemist, Al-Fayoum is the oasis where important events in the story take place. At a well inside the oasis, Santiago meets his love, Fatima. The alchemist can also be found there.

			Omen: A happening one believes to foretell an event. Thought to be messages from God, omens often come in the form of dreams, objects, or wildlife. 

			Sacristy: A room in a church where priests prepare for service, and where vestments are kept. The sycamore tree in the abandoned church in which Santiago and his sheep find shelter grows in the sacristy, and is a significant location in the story. 

			Simum: A desert windstorm.

			Sycamore: A type of fig tree that is native to the Middle East and parts of Africa. There is a sycamore growing in the ruins of the abandoned church. 

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					Corine International Award for Best Fiction, Germany, 2002

					Grand prix des lectrices de Elle, France, 1995

					Nielsen Gold Book Award, UK, 2004

					A New York Times bestseller

			

			“Coelho’s story seems like something from the land of Scheherazade, told by one lover to the other in postcoital bliss, all with the outward simplicity yet deep resonance that is common to fables.” —Booklist 

			“This simple, yet eloquent parable celebrates the richness of the human spirit. A young Spanish shepherd seeking his destiny travels to Egypt where he learns many lessons, particularly from a wise old alchemist. The real alchemy here, however, is the transmuting of youthful idealism into mature wisdom.” —Library Journal

			“The events of the novel sit just on the borderline of miraculous and the ambience is simply just not that of our humdrum teenage world. However, The Alchemist also supplies insight and inspiration that extends beyond Santiago’s Sahara and into all lives, whether young, old, or teenage.” —The Guardian

			“This charming, simple and well-written story [...] allows readers to interpret it in any way they choose, with whatever degree and form of spirituality one adheres.”  —Publishers Weekly

		

	
		
			About Paulo Coelho

			Born in 1947 in Rio de Janeiro, novelist Paulo Coelho has written dozens of works of fiction. The Alchemist alone has been translated into 80 languages, and has sold more than 150 million copies.

			As a troubled teenager, Coelho’s parents committed him to a mental hospital three times. Eventually, he tried to follow his parents’ wishes by studying law, but dropped out to travel the world. Finally, he followed his dream and took the career path he had long ago declared for himself: to be a writer. His books were not initially successful, but he earned a living as a lyricist. Only 900 copies of The Alchemist were originally printed, but it eventually became an international bestseller.

			Coelho has spent his adult life as a writer, but he also pursues a variety of philanthropic endeavors. Financed largely with royalties from his book sales, he created the Paulo Coelho Institute, a non-profit organization devoted to providing opportunities and support to the children and the elderly of Brazil.
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			Online

			“10 Powerful Life Lessons from The
					Alchemist.” PauloCoelhoBlog.com.

			“Oprah Learns the Secret to Paulo Coelho’s Timeless Wisdom.” Oprah.com.

			“Paulo Coelho — The Alchemy of Pilgrimage.” On Being.

			“Paulo Coelho on Luck, Coincidence, and Faith.” YouTube.

			“Paulo Coelho: Why the Universe Is Conspiring to Help You.” SuperSoulTV.com.
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