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			’Twas a Divine Insanity—
The Danger to be Sane
—EMILY DICKINSON

Having seen how lucidly and logically certain madmen 
justify their lunatic ideas to themselves and to others, 
I can never again be sure of the lucidness of my lucidity.
—FERNANDO PESSOA (tr. Richard Zenith)

The more pity that fools may not speak wisely 
what wise men do foolishly.
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

My fans think I got well, but I didn’t: 
I just became a poet.
—ANNE SEXTON
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SUCKING COPPER


		 
			I’ve always known something inside my head didn’t work right. At the age of six or seven, before I went to sleep each night, I’d ask my mother to hide this small ornament we had in the house: a hideous little copper pot, the kind of thing you get at cheap souvenir stores or perhaps as a gift from a restaurant. I’d ask her this not out of distaste for the ugliness of the thing—which would have been a little odd but could at least have been a mark of some discernment on my part—but because I’d read somewhere that copper was poisonous, and I was afraid that I would get up and sleepwalk in the middle of the night and start licking the pot. I’m not really sure how such an idea came to me (not least because I’ve never been a sleepwalker), and at the time even I found it a little odd. But it never stopped me from clearly picturing myself sucking on the metal and thus, for some time, begging my mother in terror to pleasepleaseplease hide the thing somewhere, preferably in a different place each time, so that it would be impossible for me to find. My imagination, as you can see, has always run wild. And my heavenly mother would nod earnestly and promise to keep it safely tucked away. She had a magical understanding of children, and thinking about it now, I realize it is likely that she experienced something similar as a child. Because she too had her head in the clouds. 

			To top it all off, as an adult I discovered that copper isn’t even poisonous. Or at least, not that poisonous. It can be toxic, of course, but only in large and prolonged doses, and the early symptoms are nothing more severe than diarrhea and nausea. I could have sucked on that damn pot as much as I wanted and nothing would have happened. It’s something that happens all the time: you grow up and suddenly realize one day that a thing you believed so staunchly in your childhood was false, or just absurd. Life is a constant rewriting of yesterday. A deconstruction of childhood. 

			

			One of the good things I’ve discovered over the years is that being strange is nothing strange at all, despite what the word might suggest. In fact, what is truly strange is to be normal. Research published in 2018 from the Department of Psychology at Yale University has confirmed something that, if you stop to think about it, seems obvious: normality does not exist. Because the concept of normality is a statistical construct, derived from what occurs most frequently. First, the mere fact that a trait is less common does not imply a pathological abnormality—like being left-handed, for example (left-handed people make up only 10-17% of the world’s population). But what’s more, since the ideal model of the normal individual is built from the statistical average of a plurality of data points, there surely cannot be a single person on the planet who would tick every box. We all contain, deep in our hearts, some form of divergence. We’re all a little strange—though yes, some more so than others. 

			I’d also venture that being a little stranger than usual isn’t that uncommon either. In fact, it happens quite often among creatives (with a small c); among artists of all stripes, whether good or bad. That is precisely what this book is about: the relationship between creativity and a certain degree of eccentricity. Whether creation bears any resemblance to hallucination. Or if, as has been suspected since time immemorial, being an artist makes you more prone to mental imbalance. “There is no genius without a touch of madness,” said Seneca. Or Diderot: “Oh! how near are genius and madness!” And by genius, I must stress, I mean all kinds of creative genius, regardless of quality, because I’m convinced that both the worst artist and the most sublime share the same basic mental structure. As the formidable (and depressive) Clarice Lispector pointed out: “Vocation is different from talent. One can have vocation and not have talent; one can be called and not know how to go.” 

			Looking again at the abundance of manias among creators, to mention just a few to whet the appetite, I could cite Kafka, who in addition to needing to chew each mouthful of food thirty-two times, performed calisthenics naked with the window open in the freezing cold; Socrates always wore the same clothes, walked barefoot, and danced alone; Proust went to bed one day and never left it again (as did, among many others, Ramón del Valle-Inclán and the Uruguayan Juan Carlos Onetti); Agatha Christie wrote in the bathtub; Rousseau was a masochist and exhibitionist. Freud had a phobia of trains; Hitchcock, of eggs; Napoleon, of cats; and the young Colombian author Amalia Andrade—from whom I collected the last three examples of phobias—feared as a child that trees would grow inside her body after having swallowed a seed (something I find rather similar to licking copper). Rudyard Kipling could only write in very black ink, to the point that he considered blue-black ink “an aberration.” Friedrich Schiller kept rotten apples in a desk drawer because he needed the smell of putrefaction in order to write. In his old age, Isak Dinesen ate nothing but oysters and green grapes with the occasional asparagus; Stefan Zweig was an obsessive autograph hunter, sending three to four letters a day to his favorite personalities asking for their signatures . . . Not to mention Dalí, forever the king of eccentricities. 

			But I believe there are many other people who, while they may not be professionally dedicated to the arts, are just as imaginative and obsessive. I remember a friend of a friend, a woman who always seemed preternaturally balanced and sensible, who one day told me that she always retained her nail clippings and stored them in little matchboxes. After her divorce, she sent one of these boxes to her ex-husband. I was so stunned by her story that I mentioned it in an article for the newspaper El País about unusual habits: to my surprise, a number of readers wrote to me to say they did the same. Strangeness abounds. 

			This is why I am convinced that so many people identify with the first sentence of this book. People who have been perceived as different, or even deficient, since they were children. And we’re not just talking about the more inoffensive manias, such as tearing off and eating the skin around your fingernails (it’s called dermatillomania and I do it too), but also the vast, imprecise, dreaded, and shadowy inner territory we simply label madness. A misguided and cacophonous name.

			

			More than three hundred million people around the world suffer from depression, and what’s worse, the incidence appears to be on the rise (the total number of those affected rose by 18% between 2005 and 2015). Around 800,000 people die by suicide each year (in Spain, almost 4,000). 1% of humans will develop some form of schizophrenia over the course of their lives, and 12.5% of health problems worldwide are due to mental illness, a higher percentage than cancer or cardiovascular diseases. According to the World Health Organization, one in every four people on Earth will suffer from a mental disorder at some point in their lives. These are astonishing figures, but they’re even more alarming when looking at the psychiatric condition of artists—writers in particular—who seem to lead the field in terms of mental instability. Yes, I know that when we think of mad creative types our minds instantly turn to Van Gogh’s bloody ear, but a number of experts agree that artists working in the visual arts are not quite so prone to instability—musicians even less so—whereas those of us who dedicate our lives to stringing sentences together tend to be more mentally imbalanced. According to a famous study by psychiatrist Nancy Andreasen, from the University of Iowa, writers are four times more likely to suffer from bipolar disorder, and up to three times more likely to suffer from depression than non-creative types. That said, the study does also attribute to authors a greater degree of passion, enthusiasm, and energy, as paradoxical as that may seem (remember this: it’s important and we’ll come back to it later). Other researchers, such as Jamison and Schildkraut, claim that between 40 to 50% of writers and creative artists suffer from some form of mood disorder. It’s like playing roulette with a weighted ball: your number’s much more likely to be called. 

			My number has been called. I make up part of that general statistic, one of those 25% of people who suffer some form of mental health issue during their lives: and also, therefore, the particular sub-set of mad writers. I suffered panic attacks between the ages of seventeen and thirty—not all the time, fortunately, because they could be quite debilitating, but focused around three periods, each lasting roughly a year or so: the first, as I mentioned, at seventeen; another at twenty-one; the last at twenty-nine. My issue, ultimately, is not depression but anxiety. But when you mention that you’ve suffered an anxiety attack, people who have never navigated those dark waters do not understand what you’re talking about. They think you’re talking about being stressed, worrying too much about something, getting too worked up. I see how they look at me and think: oh sure, that’s happened to me before too. But it hasn’t happened to them. A panic attack is something else entirely. It is an unknown dimension, a journey to another planet. The psychic disturbance is a sudden and unexpected lightning bolt that strikes you down. Its devastating arrival bears some resemblance to a serious domestic accident. Imagine, for example, a slip and a fall in the bathroom which breaks your back: one second before, your life was normal and vertical, painless and sequential, drawing a line from the past towards your immediate and near future (showering, getting dressed to go to work, or perhaps brushing your teeth and going to bed); one second later, without foreseeing or contemplating it, you find yourself horizontal and broken, stunned, helpless, wounded by unspeakable pain, removed from your life and your reality indefinitely, even forever if the injury is severe. Well, a mental crisis strikes you in the same way. It seems to come from nowhere and hijack you.

			The first time it happened to me, I found myself alone in the dining room of our family home, around 11 at night. I’d been disinterestedly watching the television, probably because I didn’t feel like finishing clearing the table like I was supposed to. My father must’ve been in bed; my mother, in the kitchen; my older brother, who knows where. And then it happened: the room started to move away from me, the whole world shrank and zoomed to the other end of a black tunnel, as if I were looking at reality through a telescope. This visual glitch was accompanied by terror, a wave of unspeakable panic, a pure, unadulterated fear of an intensity I had never experienced before, and with no apparent cause. “The worst thing was the constant feeling of being absolutely terrified and not knowing what I was afraid of,” psychologist Andrew Solomon said of a depressive period. I, too, had no idea why I was so scared, but I felt as if I were about to die of fright. My body trembled violently and my teeth chattered; to make matters worse, a new fear dawned a few moments later, this one with a reason: the conviction that I was crazy. Because what other explanation could there be for what was happening to me?

			Virginia Woolf suffered her first mental breakdown at the age of thirteen. She was walking along a path and came across a small puddle: “For no reason I could discover, everything suddenly became unreal; I was suspended; I could not step across the puddle [ . . . ]. The whole world became unreal.” That very evening, while she was bathing with her sister Vanessa, it happened again: “The dumb horror came over me [ . . . ] I could not explain it; I said nothing even to Nessa sponging herself at the other end.” Virginia inhabited the harrowing land of psychosis. During her crises, she could hear birds singing in classical Greek and thought she saw King Edward crouched in the bushes of her garden muttering obscenities. She was repeatedly hospitalized and attempted suicide several times, first by throwing herself out of a window that turned out to be too low, then by overdosing on veronal, and finally and definitively, filling her pockets with stones and drowning herself in the River Ouse. Let me be clear that, very fortunately, my mental disorders are infinitely less severe than Woolf’s. And yet, her description of that foundational moment, the instant in which the world changed in such a way it would never be the same again, the sudden incursion of blackness, is extraordinarily similar to my experience. The feeling that something is assailing you from outside, as if some giant foot had kicked you out of your own life; the incomprehension of what is happening; the inability to put words to the unspeakable; the loss of contact with reality (make a note of this last point: it’s an important one and we’ll come back to it later). I know all too well what Virginia is talking about. I have been there too.

			At first, you think you will never return to normal, that you will be forever trapped in this tortured nightmare dimension, but in reality the panic attack lasts just a few minutes before dissolving. Not entirely, of course. You are always left with a fear of fear (the sheer terror of falling back down the hole) and a vague sense of alienation and surrealness that clings to you like a shroud. At its worst, you don’t dare to go to social gatherings, walk down the street, or even drive, in case it happens again; you can’t bear to watch TV or go to the cinema because it seems to amplify the unreliability of the world around you. Of course, you have other attacks—in my case further and further apart—and in about a year or so you get your life back. Until the next period of darkness. In the Spain of my youth, especially given my modest social class, neither my parents nor I thought of going to a psychiatrist. I made it through the three eras of panic attacks entirely on my own, without ever taking any form of anti-anxiety medication, something which fills me with regret (viva chemistry!). Having said that, after my first terrors I decided to pursue a degree in Psychology to try to understand what was happening to me. Over time, I’ve come to believe that most psychologists and a decent number of psychiatrists do the same: they get into the profession because they think they’re crazy themselves. This is not necessarily a bad thing, because it provides them with a unique sense of empathy with their patients.

			Because the fact is, if you’ve never been there, you can’t even begin to imagine what I’m talking about. My mother, with her extrasensory perception, advised me against drinking coffee—something which, in the absence of anxiety medication, still strikes me as a reasonable measure. I mention her perception because she could sense what I was going through without me having to say anything. As Virginia Woolf made clear, when you suffer from a mental disorder, the first thing that is taken from you is the language to describe it. And with that we come to the white-hot nucleus of what we call madness. To be mad is, above all, to be alone. But I’m talking about a colossal loneliness, something that barely resembles what we usually mean by the word loneliness. The words have not yet been invented to encompass and describe such loneliness. Try to picture it: as I described earlier, reality zooms out to the other side of a tunnel—in other words, you become distanced from reality and lose all contact. Suddenly you no longer belong to the human race; you are an alien, the only alien you know of, ripped unexpectedly from the skin of the world. How could you possibly explain what is happening to you? To whom, with what words, in whatever Martian language you haven’t even learned to speak yet? We are social creatures; the radical severance of every link with other people is simply unbearable. I once attempted to describe this loneliness that can’t be encompassed by the word “loneliness” at a conference of psychologists and psychiatrists. Some of them, rather ineptly (clearly not the type who’d got into the profession because of their own madness), nodded knowingly: yes, of course, it’s just like the existential loneliness one feels in the face of death. But no. It’s not the same. Obviously, I have not yet stepped through that final door, but I have accompanied a few others on their journeys. To die is part of life. To die is a deeply human fact. You die alone, yes, perhaps with your sorrow and your fear, but you die knowing that this is what we all do; to die is to fulfil our common destiny once more. Every individual since the beginning of the world has experienced this reality. Madness, on the other hand, makes you mistakenly believe that what you are going through has only ever happened to you. That there is no one to relate to. To feel mad is to feel that somehow you no longer belong to the human race.

			While studying at the Complutense University of Madrid I realized that I suffered from panic attacks, and that they were a very common neurotic disorder—the flu of mental illness, if you will. I also discovered that, even if you are not aware of it, all fear is ultimately a fear of death, but it is so blinding that you cannot distinguish what exactly is terrifying you. And your suffering can be so great that at times you may actually prefer to be dead, a perfect example of short-circuited reasoning: you are so terrified of death that to rid yourself of this fear, you would choose to die. For my part, the mere thought of non-existence brings about only the vaguest sense of relief. I’ve never experienced any real suicidal thoughts, but I do think that people who end up making an attempt on their lives often tie themselves up in these kinds of mental knots. Incidentally, according to a Swedish study, writers are 50% more likely to die by suicide than the general population.

			Psychological difficulties are wide-ranging, with deeply varying levels of severity. There’s anxiety, paranoia, obsessive-compulsive disorder, bipolar disorder, psychosis . . . For me, in this lottery of unusual brains (“ever since I came of age I’ve thought I was a bit more neurotic than average,” says Emmanuel Carrère), my winnings have been relatively sweet—a prize, a treasure. A mild and non-debilitating mental illness, for which I am actually grateful, because it has allowed me to become familiar with a part of existence that is overwhelmingly vast and intense. It bears repeating: if you have never been there, in the territory of madness, you cannot begin to imagine what it is like. My panic attacks have been like a reasonably safe and risk-free excursion to the other side of the turbulent river of psychosis. Take a walk on the wild side, as Lou Reed once said, who received electric shock therapy as a teenager and who once quite calmly told me, when I interviewed him for El País, that a voice coming from the back seat of his empty car once told him it would be a good day to quit drugs. Take a walk on the wild side indeed. I came, I saw, and I came back. I have known it and understood it, and it has made me wiser and more empathetic. That is why I can understand what Virginia Woolf is talking about.

			The same thing happened to the New Zealander Janet Frame, a writer I adore. Not just for her writing, but for the luminous courage with which she lived her very difficult life, and for what a wonderful person she must have been (just read her autobiography, An Angel at My Table). Misdiagnosed as schizophrenic, Janet was admitted to psychiatric institutions repeatedly between the ages of twenty-two and thirty: voluntarily at first, and later forcibly. She was given multiple rounds of electroshock therapy and even came close to having a lobotomy (I’ll tell you later about the fascinating way she managed to escape having part of her brain sliced out). But she managed to shake off the “psychotic” label and was able to live independently and productively until the respectable age of seventy-nine. Janet recalled those dark times with these words: “I inhabited a territory of loneliness which resembles the place where the dying spend their time before death, and from where those who do return, living, to the world bring, inevitably, a unique point of view that is a nightmare, a treasure, and a lifelong possession.” Yes, even she, so mistreated, believed that having glimpsed hell and made her way back out was, while a horror, also a privilege.

			After the death of my mother in the middle of the pandemic (not from Covid, but old age) I was going through her papers and discovered a yellowed envelope with a typewritten sheet of paper inside. It was a medical report of mine at the age of two years and three months, written by Dr. Alonso Muñoyerro, the then-director of the Provincial Institute of Childcare in Madrid and apparently a very esteemed professional (my parents admired him greatly). In uneven and smudged type, the report read: “Spasmophilic constitution (latent tetany). History of false croup. I’m inclined to think glottis spasm. Diet: the girl must not drink much milk in the morning for breakfast, if at all, because in spasmophilic children it accentuates their spasmophilia. No coffee, no strong foods of any kind. Paracalcin at lunch and dinner, one small teaspoon.”

			 

			[image: Document]

			 

			I was bemused by the part about not giving coffee to a two-year-old, but I put that thought aside as I immediately started googling the medical terms. And here comes the good bit.

			Tetany is an illness that causes spasms and contractions, and is caused by hypocalcemia—a low level of calcium in the blood. So far, so boring and normal. But wait, here’s where it starts to get interesting: tetany can lead to depression, hallucinations, and anxiety. And now hold on, because spasmophilia (which seems to be a slightly outdated term), is defined by various medical websites as follows:

			“Vulnerability to stress and physiological and psychological instability are the main characteristics of spasmophilia.”

			“Spasmophilia is a hyper-reaction to stress.”

			“The main symptom of spasmophilia is a panic attack associated with hyperventilation. Headaches and migraines are also common.”

			 

			So now I’m asking myself: How the hell could that doctor (who ought to have been a soothsayer instead of an eminent physician) have foreseen that this little scrap of a two-year-old girl would go on to suffer panic attacks, be terrible at managing stress, and even be prone to migraines (I suffered from terrible hemicranial headaches from the age of twelve to fifty-five)? And what was the point of the three periods of psychoanalysis I’ve undergone at various stages of my life—and all the time and money they cost—if this gentleman had already seen it all at a glance when I was an infant? I understand now that his recommendation not to drink coffee was a lifelong precaution (I suppose he foresaw a long-lasting condition), and in fact curiously echoes the advice given to me by my mother years later.

			When I was at university, during the final years of Franco’s regime, the eternal debate about what influenced human beings the most—nature or nurture—was leaning heavily toward the side of nurture: these were times when intellectuals were highly influenced by Marxism. We seem now to have veered to the opposite extreme, where everything is down to biology and genetics. There is no doubt in my mind that there is indeed a considerable physiological influence (as my ludicrous story about the spasmophilia shows): certain hormonal, chemical, or synaptic imbalances can absolutely produce a series of clearly diagnosable symptoms in an infant that may be associated with other pathologies to come. Until the 19th century, mental ailments were considered another disease of the body; in the classical world they were caused by an excess of black bile. The concept that mental illness is something mysterious and ethereal that has nothing to do with the rest of the organism is only a few centuries old, but it has done a lot of damage. “It was customary as late as 1990 to classify psychiatric illnesses as either organic or functional, as if the body and the mind were different things,” says Nobel laureate Eric R. Kandel. And no, they most certainly are not.

			Kandel also writes: “Presumably, every psychiatric illness arises when some parts of the brain’s neural circuitry—some neurons and the circuits to which they belong—are hyperactive, inactive, or unable to communicate effectively.” This would mean that it ultimately comes down to some sort of faulty neurological wiring, though it is not yet known if this could be caused by genetic defects, microscopic fractures, or irregularities in the synapses (the connection between neurons). There is no doubt then that, at the heart of what we call madness, there is always something biological, chemical, electrical. But what complicates matters is that there are external influences that alter our biology. Social circumstances, for example, can cause us to produce too much cortisol, the main stress hormone. If we are highly stressed over long periods of time, cortisol can reach excessive concentrations and destroy the connections between the neurons of the hippocampus, a part of the brain that is vital for memory, and the pre-frontal cortex, which regulates the will to live and influences decision-making. “Sensory or social deprivation early in life can impair the structure of the brain,” Kandel continues. “Similarly, we need social interaction to keep the brain healthy in old age.” And neuroscientist David Eagleman recounts in his book Incognito how experts have been searching for the gene related to schizophrenia for decades—and have actually discovered there to be several. But a number of studies show that no gene predisposes you to the disease as much as the color of your passport does: “The social stress of being an immigrant to a new country is one of the critical factors in developing schizophrenia.” So yes, genetics is fundamental, but so is the environment.

			

			These matters have always interested me, but ever since I decided to write a book about creativity and madness I’ve been reading about the subject like a woman possessed. For the past three years I’ve been buried under dozens of books, not only from psychologists, psychiatrists, and neurologists, but also by writers who were (officially or unofficially) mad, or suicidal, or by writers who write about the craft of writing, or by the rare specialists who talk about artists’ relationships with drugs and so on. To prevent your reading of this book from being unbearably long and tedious, I have not included many of the sources I quote within the text itself: they are all collected at the end of the book, and I hope that my gratitude and my debts are clear. It is a very long list, but I strongly recommend that you read it until the end: perseverance will have its reward.

			My immersion in the subject, this deep dive into the contributions of others and the self-analysis of my own leaky head, has been a thrilling experience. I’ve learned a great deal, and I think I’ve even discovered certain things that are important to me. But I’ve had such a storm of data and ideas in my brain that the act of sitting down at the computer to begin the book has been more difficult for me than usual. I must confess that I had been procrastinating for weeks (or, to use a very beautiful and very Spanish word: trasmañanando: tomorrowing); I actually still have several piles of books on the subject unread, and I could well have gone on studying and taking notes for the rest of my life without ever actually doing anything about it. I was certainly not lacking in sources, after all. And I was certainly tempted.

			It’s always a little scary to finally sit down at the computer and begin the formal writing process, if it can be called that. Writing is essentially rewriting; you shape and reshape the same paragraph a hundred times, and sometimes you throw an entire chapter in the trash and rewrite it with major changes. But the truth is that the moment you actually write an idea or a scene, that image is immediately somehow captured by reality, tainted by the form you have given it. You will never again be as free in the search for just the right expression as you were when the story had yet to emerge into the world, when it was still just spinning around in your imagination, unsullied by tangible words. I remember a catechism from my childhood which described the soul as a thin, well-varnished wooden tablet, and sins as nails that you hammered into it; through confession and absolution, the nails could be pulled out, but the tablet was still ruined from so many holes. I do not believe in the soul, but I do believe in the fickleness of the muses. What I mean to say is that sometimes you are more inspired and sometimes less so; sometimes a kind of magic occurs and you find yourself writing better than you ever knew how to. But at other times it’s as if someone has covered your eyes and you’re walking around blind, and then you pound on the computer and give clumsy shape to your ideas: ugly nails that, even if you were to remove them later, have left permanent scars on the tablet.

			Jean Cocteau said that he experienced a kind of enlightenment with his best work, Les enfants terribles: “The last pages wrote themselves first, one night in my head [ . . . ] I was torn between the fear of losing them [if I didn’t write them down] and the fear of having to write a book which would be worthy of them.” Sometimes the mind writes wonderfully on its own. Sometimes the darkness of your skull is lit up like the explosion of a supernova. All that energy and stardust swirling and dancing and emitting the music of the spheres, that potent sound of the creation of the world. And you feel like the complete work is close, so close, almost at your fingertips, that essential text which would reveal to you the meaning of life, and which sadly you will never quite reach. The more you like the idea of what you are going to write, the more you fear not living up to your muse. The work is always on the prowl, just as madness is always on the prowl. It’s a question of who ends up winning.

			 

		


		
			
I CONTAIN MULTITUDES



			I have spent my whole life trying to understand why those of us who write choose to do so, and over the years I have amassed a small collection of hypotheses. These do not contradict each other; rather, each builds on the last. One reason—which fits with novelists and playwrights and most likely, within another creative branch, actors—is the possibility that we are more dissociative people than the average, or at least more conscious of our dissociation. “I think most novelists are aware at times of containing multitudes [ . . . ] of not entirely subscribing to the commonsense notion of what constitutes a self,” said the wonderful Ursula K. Le Guin. She added: “Splitting the personality in this way might signify in most people that they were a bit daft, but all the writers I’ve been talking about were notably effective people in both incarnations, flesh and paper.” The Colombian Héctor Abad says something similar: “My fantasy is that I live two lives: this one that I am living, the warm-blooded one, and another that I am imagining, which is neither past nor future, but a different present. The life I write.”

			When Robert Louis Stevenson published his novel The Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in 1886, he shone a light on something that humans had known for many centuries but had forgotten. A fact we could not recognize because we had no words to name it: within us, we are many. Stevenson gifted us the words, and with them began the collapse of the idea of the reliability of the self and of reality itself—that imaginary construction, that set-in-stone mirage of certainty which had prevailed in the 19th century. As Dr. Jekyll told us: “I hazard the guess that man will be ultimately known for a mere polity of multifarious, incongruous and independent denizens.” Today, almost one hundred and fifty years after that premonition, the idea that we are inhabited by multiple selves is quite widely accepted, to the extent that the concept is even fodder for advertising. I saw a brand of glasses advertised on TV that recommended switching between several frames a day, depending on whether you were the professional office self, the athletic self, the young dad self, the fiery lover self. That said, I think that the awareness of this intimate turmoil is fairly surface-level in most people, and that novelists (and other specimens) experience dissociation in a much more extreme manner, accepting, as Jekyll said, all the incongruity within.

			There is a quote from Henri Michaux that I love: “Me . . . is a movement in the crowd.” Very true; within the crowd that inhabits us, the self is a fleeting scribble, a smoke trail constantly changing shape. That fact that we novelists experience this plurality and lack of solidity within the self in a more acute manner than average seems beyond doubt: not only for the many statements authors have made on the subject, but also because of the love that we literary types tend to show for heteronyms, pseudonyms, impostors, forgers, and speculative tinkering with duality. My favorite short story in the history of literature is Wakefield by Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864). A respectable bourgeois Londoner leaves home one evening for a two-day business trip, and instead of returning home he rents a flat practically opposite his own house and holes up there, contemplating the void left by his absence: the tears of his wife, the general consternation, the reaction of his friends . . . He spends twenty years in this—quite literal—out-of-body experience, until one day he returns home as if nothing had happened, and resumes a happy coexistence with his wife until death. Who hasn’t ever wished to escape the confines of their own life? Not because we do not like this particular life, but because a single existence, however great and good it may be, will always be a kind of prison, a mutilation of any other possible reality, of any other individual we could have been. Who hasn’t ever wished to be someone else? To confine oneself to a single identity is impoverishing. When the self is something that flutters around within you, the construction of one’s being is a difficult task. Hawthorne likely experienced something like this. He lost his father at the age of four, then suffered an accident in his youth from which he was slow to recover; after an unhappy period at university, he returned to the family home and walled himself up there for almost twelve years, never leaving, cared for by his mother. “I have made a captive of myself, and put me into a dungeon, and now I cannot find the key to let myself out,—and if the door were open, I should be almost afraid to come out . . . For the last ten years, I have not lived, but only dreamed of living,” he wrote to a friend. He lived outside of his own existence, like his character Wakefield. He must have been one of those people for whom the simple act of living is not so easy. He, too, was haunted by madness.

			It is for this reason—other selves are a temptation—that I don’t like to write autofiction. What’s wonderful in writing is to feel yourself within other individuals. Fiction is a journey into the other, and it is the most fascinating journey one can make. Emmanuel Carrère is of the same opinion: “Perhaps that’s the most interesting thing in life, trying to figure out what it’s like to be someone else. That’s one of the reasons why people write books, another being to discover what it’s like to be yourself.” And these imagined personalities can be so powerful! When terminally ill and near death, Balzac said that the only person who could save him was Bianchon, the doctor from his novel Father Goriot. And during one of Joseph Conrad’s nervous breakdowns, the man spent several weeks speaking in Polish to the characters of his novel Under the Gaze of the West, the book he had been writing when the breakdown occurred.

			One of Emmanuel Carrère’s finest books is The Adversary, which tells the terrifying story of the Frenchman Jean-Claude Romand. A miserable man, he lied to everyone by posing as a senior official of the World Health Organization and, in 1993, on the verge of being discovered, murdered his wife, two children, and his parents and then tried unsuccessfully (typical) to kill himself. He was sentenced to life imprisonment, but it must have been a very short definition of life, because he was released in June 2019. Apparently, during his years in prison he became drawn to mysticism, and so, on regaining his freedom, he withdrew to a fundamentalist Benedictine abbey that follows Traditionalist Catholicism. I imagine he’s still there. Then there’s the book by Javier Cercas, appropriately titled The Impostor. It recounts the life of the Spaniard Enric Marco Batlle, who posed as a survivor of the Nazi concentration camps, eventually becoming president of the Amical de Mauthausen survivors’ institution in Spain. It was all a lie. Ignacio Martínez de Pisón wrote Filek, a book about a guy who was not strictly an impostor, since he used his real name—Albert von Filek—but was certainly a swindler posing as someone he was not: namely, the inventor of an incredibly effective synthetic fuel (non-existent, of course) which he managed to sell to Franco. Even Bram Stoker, the author of Dracula, published a book titled Famous Impostors, which discusses various pretenders throughout history. And if you Google “novels about impostors” there are countless other titles published over the years, from the Colombian Santiago Gamboa, to the best-selling Robin Cook, to the Spanish Pilar Romera . . . No wonder that writers, with our fluid and mutable identities, are fascinated by people posing as others. Mario Vargas Llosa dedicated one of his articles in El País to Enric Marco Batlle—the fake concentration camp prisoner—and his evident fascination with the story drew a slew of critical letters, accusing him of not considering the pain that Batlle had caused to the real victims. They’re absolutely correct, of course, but honestly, I understand Vargas Llosa’s fascination.

			One of the most controversial cases of literary fraud in recent decades is that of JT LeRoy. A young hustler, drug addict, and son of a prostitute, in 1999 he wrote Sarah, an autobiographical novel that made him instantly famous among the American intelligentsia: every celebrity and aspiring celebrity wanted their picture taken with him. Until 2005 when, after publishing two more novels and taking many more pictures at glamorous late-night parties, New York magazine proved that the books were actually written by one Laura Albert (New York, 1965), and that the person appearing at nightclubs around town posing as the alleged hustler was Savannah Knoop, Laura’s sister-in-law, disguised as a boy. Of course, Laura always tagged along on these adventures, playing the best friend. It turns out that, while the biography of the non-existent LeRoy was invented, Laura Albert’s real story was even more horrifying: she was sexually abused from the age of three, her mother put her in a psychiatric institution at the age of fourteen, she worked as a phone sex operator and lived among drug addicts. Despite all this, people did not react well to having been deceived. Her publisher dropped her, and in 2007 Laura was ordered to pay over $100,000 in damages to the production company that had planned to adapt her book into a movie. At the trial she said: “JT LeRoy was my respirator: if you take him from me, I die.” I find that rather moving. At one point, Laura Albert weighed 320 pounds, but on social media now she appears much thinner and with enormous cheek implants (the taste for the fictitious remains). She has a website where she sells autographed raccoon penis bones at the bargain price of twenty dollars and ninety-five cents. A search for “penis bones laura albert” online will lead you to this must-buy.

			But my favorite impostor, for sheer absurdity and grotesqueness, is the incredible sign language interpreter we all watched at the state funeral of Nelson Mandela, the legendary South African leader, on December 10, 2013. The ceremony took place in Soweto in the presence of Barack Obama, Nicholas Sarkozy, Kofi Annan, Bill and Hillary Clinton, David Cameron . . . In other words, the crème de la crème of current and former world leaders and UN dignitaries. For hours, a very serious and smartly dressed Black man named Thamsanqa Jantjie translated the words of these esteemed leaders into sign language, beamed all around the globe: Obama speaking and behind him Thamsanqa making magical movements with his hands; Sarkozy speechifying and behind him Thamsanqa with a graceful flutter of the fingers, with all the appropriate pomp and circumstance for such a funeral. The ceremony went well, aside from the minor detail that Mr. Jantjie hadn’t the slightest knowledge of sign language and was just making a series of meaningless gestures. The Deaf Federation of South African had immediately alerted the authorities to this nonsense speech, but the funeral officials failed to react promptly—they thought it was a local version of sign language, or perhaps the man didn’t understand English well—and made no effort to remove him from limelight of world glory and infamy. After the blunder, Jantjie claimed that he had been hallucinating the whole time. He was under investigation for manslaughter and had already been denounced by other federations for the deaf (sign language was clearly some sort of obsession for him). I think back now to the images of the sober and solemn ceremony, and it still brings tears to my eyes. I think Mandela would have been amused.

			I found the strange events that happened to me in November 1979 to be rather less amusing—indeed, quite frightening. I published a fictionalized version of these events in my novel The Cannibal’s Daughter, but I’m going to tell you the story now as it really happened. I was twenty-eight years old and I had just published my first book, Absent Love: A Chronicle, in May. Added to this was the meteoric success of the newspaper El País, of which I was a contributor, meaning my name had become quite well known in a very short amount of time. I lived alone in Madrid in a rented apartment near the Manzanares river; I had an answering machine, a device which (I know this will sound like something from the time of cave paintings) connected to the landline, since mobile phones did not yet exist. As the name would suggest, it answered calls when you were not at home, allowing people to leave a message for you. For some months now I had been receiving disturbing calls; when I picked up the phone I could only hear quiet breathing and the wet, sticky silence of someone swallowing their words. The answering machine also began to fill up with empty messages: someone was staying on the line without saying a word. Suddenly, in November, things took a turn for the worse. After a few seconds of blank tape, a woman’s voice said, very clearly, “Slut.” There were two or three more recordings, all equally insulting. “You bitch, you know the shit you’ve pulled, you’re the worst kind of person.” This was during the years of the Transition, and at that time there was a pervading sense of fear everywhere. Thirteen months earlier, a bomb sent to El País by the far right had killed Andrés Fraguas, a nineteen-year-old caretaker, and seriously injured two other employees. Like many other people, I received anonymous threats. It was a time of light and deep shadows, so I never found those threats particularly funny. But this woman’s voice sounded so young, and her insults so unimaginative, that I don’t think I ever felt I was in any real danger.

			One day I was coming home after dinner—it would have been around midnight—and as I opened the door I heard someone leaving a message on the machine. It was my tormentor, who was growing increasingly loquacious: “Hypocrite, you hypocrite . . . you act like some kind of saint and then you go around stealing men . . . Shame on you . . . ” I was so stunned by her words that I ran to the phone and picked up:

			“Hello! Hello? Who’s there?”

			Again there was silence on the other end of the line, but this time I could hear rustling, little sounds, the chaos of confusion. And finally:

			“It’s me . . . ”

			Such a young voice, challenging and trembling at the same time.

			“And who are you?”

			“I’m . . . I’m Constantino’s wife,” she said, filling her mouth with the name.

			Constantino who? I thought to myself. I’ve always had a horrible memory, especially when it comes to names.

			

			“Constantino who?”

			I heard her practically roaring down the other end of the line:

			“You absolute . . . coward, you . . . hypocrite, you are the worst of the worst . . . so now you’re going to act like you don’t even know him? You chase after him, you sleep with him, you drive him crazy and now you say you don’t know even know him, ha!”

			Then I had a moment of stupor (put a pin in that word, stupor—I’ll come back to it later), like the moment before reality slips away. I thought to myself: do I know him? Is it possible that I slept with a Constantino? And that I never knew he had a half-crazy wife? I had rushed into the room to take the call without even stopping to turn on the lamp, meaning I was standing there in the darkness, with no light other than the one coming from the hallway. For a moment I seemed not to recognize my own house; the shadows distorted the outlines of the furniture and I was suddenly unsure of the layout of the room, just as I was perhaps unsure about whether or not I had slept with this damn Constantino. For heaven’s sake, it was the seventies and you know what they say: if you can remember the seventies you weren’t really there. Well, I can say with absolute certainty that I was really there. I clung desperately to the name: fortunately, Constantino wasn’t a particularly common one. It would have been much worse if she had said Pedro, or Pablo, or Juan.

			“I’m telling you, I don’t know any Constantino,” I insisted, trying to sound more convincing than I felt. “Are you sure you haven’t made some mistake? Who did you mean to call? Who do you think you’re talking to?”

			My questions were a torpedo shot beneath her waterline, I could sense it; when she answered, a hint of doubt quivered in her voice:

			“Rosa Montero . . . the writer . . . the journalist from El País . . . ”

			I had no choice but to admit it:

			“Yes, that’s me.”

			“Of course it’s you!” the girl shrieked, regaining the momentum of her fury. “How dare you say you don’t know him! I’ve seen him talk to you on the phone dozens of times! I’ve read your letters! He showed me the ring you gave him!”

			Ah, no. That couldn’t be right. I hadn’t written letters to anyone, and I was absolutely certain I’d never given a ring to any man—I’ve always been put off men who wore rings. Reality had fully settled in, and the furniture in the living room became my furniture again. What a relief! But the joy only lasted a few seconds, because I was immediately horrified by the thought that there was someone out there inventing a Rosa Montero.

			“I assure you, that’s not me! Listen to me, what you’re saying is very worrying, and I’m very worried about you, because I swear: I don’t know this Constantino and I’ve never called him. Have you ever actually heard my voice on the other end of the line? And you know, letters are very easy to forge—and the ring too, I’ve never given a ring to anyone! Please believe me, I beg of you.”

			I must have sounded desperate, because I truly felt desperate to show her the truth in its naked splendor.

			“Well, there was one time when I snatched the phone out of his hand, but you’d already hung up . . . But it can’t be, it can’t all be a lie!” she said, abashed. “Anyway, I know your home! Don’t you have a round table with an Indian throw on it, and a wicker rocking chair, and a red sofa?”
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