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Preface

Today we feel the powerful reach and dark hold of the high-level narcissist, that vaunted human creature who reconstructs the world to fulfill his omnipotent dreams and grandiose delusions. On life’s stage, they are CEOs, national leaders, politicians, movie and television stars, physicians, attorneys, media moguls, high-tech savants. Closer to home they are our spouses, lovers, mothers, fathers, siblings, children, in-laws, bosses, and friends.

In this book, I focus on the high-level narcissist. Standing at the center of his created universe, the narcissist, a master image maker, perpetuates an illusion of perfection and power. He exudes an intoxicating charm. Famous high-level narcissists are particularly intriguing. Dramatizing and vivifying this unique personality disorder are scenes from the lives of Pablo Picasso—“Yo Rey,” I, the King; Armand Hammer—Ruthless Manipulator; Ayn Rand—Self-Obsessed Virtuoso; and Frank Lloyd Wright—Mother’s Perfect Creation.

The high-level narcissist marches through his many geographies, conquering new territories, multiplying his limitless control of the outside world and the lives of those who touch his. Excited  followers anticipate his mood and moves, praying for a favorable word or glance. The chosen dwell within his cercle d’or, chanting hosannas to his greatness. While his audience is dazzled, the supernarcissist assesses each subject’s worth to him. He plays upon their proclivities and weaknesses. Despite the years you have known him, the hard work you have done, the love that you express, the sacrifices you have made, the intimacies you believe you shared—eventually the narcissist will cut you off at the knees, even attempt to destroy you if he perceives you as an obstacle to his feverish drive toward ultimate power, control, and omnipotence.

The narcissistic personality is a deeply ingrained, fixed personality structure that most likely will never change. Certainly, highlevel narcissists will not be offering themselves as candidates for therapy. They are preoccupied with climbing the power ladder, threatening competitors, enhancing their professional and personal image, and making lots of money.

The gift of the high-level narcissist is an engraved invitation for you to become more authentic, to stretch your psychological muscles, and to seek spiritual awareness. Beyond narcissism, removed from the fray of embattled egos, the noisy hum of greed, the cravings to “always have more,” to “win” at all costs, we find peace in a reality without delusion. Life absent insight is a gaudy picture show, a tiresome charade. Within this new reality, we are driven to seek the truth, to peel off the masks of false selves, and to embrace the creative loving force ever present at the center of our being.
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The Great
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CHAPTER ONE

At Center Stage:

Outshining All the Others


He was like a cock who thought the sun had risen to hear him crow.

— GEORGE ELIOT, ADAM BEDE
1




We had a lot in common. I loved him and he loved him.

— SHELLEY WINTERS
2



We never know when or under what circumstances we will meet a narcissist. By accident or design we will eventually encounter him. We are often woefully unprepared for these events. I recall an evening, a business/social affair, hosted by a West Coast power couple. The location—a sprawling estate in an exclusive beach enclave of southern California. The mansion was the frequent setting for illustrious fêtes, political gatherings, and elegant soirées. I was invited as a former business consultant to the couple. Other party guests included a private pilot, a plastic surgeon, a superior court judge, a film director, and various sycophants and court jesters, all chartered members of the couple’s inner circle.

Greg and Charlene, the decorous hosts, greeted me at the grand entryway. The house was sumptuous in every detail, mimicking the architectural lines of an elaborate wedding cake. Inside, all was elegant and pristine: precious antiques, sterling silver sets, flawless interior design, fragrant white orchids floating in Baccarat vases, the finest bone china, prized contemporary paintings and sculptures. Early in the evening Charlene, the wife and co-owner of the business empire, introduced herself to me, settling into the couch where I sat. From that moment on she never stopped talking about herself—her business triumphs, her material acquisitions, her innumerable trips and treks, her social A-list friends, her couturier, her brilliant and talented children.

During hot and cold hors d’oeuvres, which included stuffed grape leaves from the vineyard on the premises, guests were taken on a prolonged tour of Greg’s wine cellar, a commodious series of rooms set at perfect temperatures to protect his priceless collection. Dinner was announced and guests were escorted to a high-ceilinged dining room with walls of dark wood. As I entered, my gaze traveled up the four walls of the room. Many eyes looked out at me, the innocent faces of large wild animals felled—hunting trophies: antelope, deer, elk, buffalo. Surely the owners of this house had used the skills of the finest taxidermist to achieve the riveting effect. I had to keep myself from darting out of the room. I felt nauseated and wondered how it was possible for people to ingest food in the presence of these dead creatures who had been affixed to the walls in a perverse kind of crucifixion.

During dinner Charlene made a deliberate point of telling everyone in earshot that their estate was on a special annual home tour. She described in detail all the reconstruction they had conducted after purchasing the mansion. The repainting of the home had taken more than three years, and Charlene was still not  satisfied. She had a master painter on call in case they decided to make quick changes. Ancient marble imported from Italian quarries held a prominent presence throughout the house, giving it the atmosphere of a mausoleum.

After dinner Charlene continued her breathless litany of self, signaling a chilling disdain for others who would never measure up to her standards. Everything surrounding Charlene and her golden circle was perfect. Outside this boundary were inferior, pitiful beings, condemned to a dull hell of mediocrity. Inside this hallowed sphere were the privileged, who surrounded and protected her like a venerated member of royalty. When the interminable evening ended and I said my good-byes, I felt like a long-held prisoner now freed. As I raced across the magnificent green lawn, I gratefully embraced the clear star-filled night and realized that in all those hours she had not once asked me one question about myself.

This book focuses on the high-level narcissist, masters of charm, purveyors of magnetism. Meeting one of these individuals is a memorable experience whether the encounter is positive, negative, or mixed. Narcissists beguile and persuade with a special brand of magic.

My purpose is to inform the reader so that he will be able to identify the narcissistic personality and, in particular, the highlevel narcissists in his life and to develop a full appreciation that these individuals suffer from a severe personality disorder. Being unaware and uninformed of the psychopathology, origins, and unconscious motivations of the narcissistic personality disorder is counterproductive and injurious to those who naively tangle with narcissists. Arming yourself with specific strategic tools offered in this book provides you with the psychological edge and confidence you will bring to all of your encounters with the high-level narcissist.

In Part I, The Great Performer, we view the narcissist at center stage, the spotlight shining fully on him. This is dramatically illustrated in vivid scenes from the life of art world icon Pablo Picasso, who epitomizes the high-level narcissist in full bloom. To clarify the diagnostic distinctions between the narcissist and other personality disorders, I draw the differences between him and the borderline personality disorder and the antisocial personality. I present a historical and societal perspective, explaining how the dramatic shift in psychopathology has changed from a focus on the neuroses to a focus on the personality disorders.

Today, society encourages the ascendance of high-level narcissists, rewarding them with extraordinary financial success, social status, public and private adulation. Narcissists pervade every realm of life today. They are our CEOs, actors, politicians, world leaders, physicians, attorneys, judges, entrepreneurs. The highlevel narcissist spins grandiose delusions that feed his feelings of superiority and overriding self-entitlement. When I refer to the high-level narcissist as he, I am including female narcissists as well.

More recently, the world courts high-level narcissists; they are highly prized and envied, frequently treated like royalty. The narcissist’s interactions with others are shallow and venal. He keeps people in his circle as long as they benefit him. When they become an inconvenience or cost him money he is unwilling to spend on some unrealistic venture he has contrived, or become rivals, they are dismissed without warning, gone as if they never existed. Despite this craven ruthlessness, the narcissist believes that he is an honorable human being. Blinded by his smooth charm and contagious dynamism, his golden circle of followers and sycophants applaud and cater to his smallest wish and whim.

The high-level narcissist makes no distinction between image and self. Incapable of dealing with his inner world of hurt, mistakes, cruelties, traumas, self-delusions, he fabricates an impeccable self-image. The high-level narcissist chooses those who will loyally serve him, even sacrifice themselves for him. Often they are physically attractive, talented, and bright or present a combination of these qualities. The narcissist feels expansive and activated encircled by this crew of faithful devotees. His horizons are limitless; the meticulously honed image of self has become a living reality.

In Part II, Behind the Perfect Mask, I describe through clinical vignettes and anecdotes the hidden inner personality traits of the narcissist. My purpose is to familiarize you, the reader, with the tools to identify the high-level narcissists in your life and to understand that you are confronting a severe personality disorder not a benign character eccentricity. Here we encounter the dark underworld of his psyche. The high-level narcissist is an exploiter par excellence. I have painfully observed how he has skillfully manipulated, seduced, and burned the same individuals more than once. This attests to his gifts of cunning and persuasion. Not having a conscience is a plus for him. There is always a core group surrounding the high-level narcissist who will never leave him no matter what the cost to their own lives.

The high-level narcissist appears to have a deception gene. You can make a deal with a narcissist, legalize it, and discover that he suddenly has changed his mind and will not honor his commitment. Once he makes a decision to change course, the curtain falls abruptly, offices are closed, borrowed money is left unpaid. Deception becomes an art form in the hands of a high-level narcissist. Automatic lies and obfuscations are all part of his permanent  repertoire. A portrait of the ignominious industrialist and “philanthropist” Armand Hammer demonstrates the ruthless manipulations and treacheries he perpetrated to achieve his delusional visions of glory.

The high-level narcissist often spends his childhood years and beyond as the golden child, the one chosen above the rest. Usually, one parent takes the lead, deciding that a particular child who is beautiful, handsome, talented, or athletic will carry this role. He or she represents the fulfillment of a parental need. The mother and/or father live through this child to respond to their early psychological deprivations.

The life of Frank Lloyd Wright, the great American architect, is a perfect example of this pathological pattern. An unbroken golden thread joined Wright to his mother most of his life. From his earliest years, Wright’s mother, Anna, communicated to him in words and deeds that her son was a god, that he would become the world’s greatest architect and could do no wrong. Always ambivalent about her cloying and controlling manner, Wright remained emotionally fused with Anna most of his life.

The parents of high-level narcissists are often narcissistic themselves. Their children suffer from a “cold embrace,” the pretense of authentic caring. The self-absorbed narcissistic parent directs the show, turning his child into an acquiescent puppet. This parent blocks his child’s right to become a solid separate individual. Narcissistic personality disorders develop a false grandiose self rather than an authentic true self.

Beneath the bravado and grandiosity lies a pervasive emptiness. The high-level narcissist constantly turns to the rewards of the external world (praise, adulation, material possessions) to fill the painful inner void. The narcissist projects a bottomless rage, secret envy, and closet paranoia. The narcissistic ego is brittle, vulnerable to perceived psychological injuries and slights. In later years the high-level narcissist is often crushed by a sinking enervating despair.

The narcissist suffers from a hardened heart, and is incapable of empathy. Lack of empathy is a signature personality trait for diagnosing the narcissistic personality disorder. The high-level narcissist activates a finely honed pseudo-empathy, which is persuasive with most individuals.

I focus on the life of famous philosopher and novelist, Ayn Rand, as an example of a high-level narcissist who led a self-obsessed life devoid of empathy. Ayn Rand ruthlessly and with exquisite calculation decided what she wanted and whom she wanted. She would not be deterred in the arena of spreading her philosophy of Objectivism or in satisfying her erotic and sexual passions. From beginning to end, she led a life of the hardened heart, in that cold darkness where the warmth of empathy cannot take root.

True empathy begins at the core, the heart. Here, I introduce the idea that the ancient Indian practice of hatha yoga can free up blocked energies in our bodies and minds. The use of proper breathing techniques and a series of body postures facilitates health, expands the heart center, activating a sense of peace and vitality. Another source for developing empathy is through consciously dealing with the truth of our own suffering.

Following a spiritual path nurtures our empathic qualities. Those who persevere discover greater transparency in themselves and a deeper love for others.

In Part III, The Adoring Audience, I describe the golden circle of followers and devotees that the high-level narcissist creates. Inside the circle is a sacred space reserved for handpicked members who believe that the narcissist is the source from which their identities and feelings of worth flow.

A classic case of mentor worship is described in the relationship between architectural genius Frank Lloyd Wright and his elaborate circles of admirers. In his tempestuous personal life Wright had several wives and a mistress. His last wife, Olgivanna, sacrificed herself to perpetuate Wright’s greatness, inviting the world to worship him as a god.

Some high-level narcissists have accumulated, earned, or inherited great wealth. Many of them use money and its privileges as perfect bait to draw the chosen to their inner circle. Wealth is the balm and lure that attracts and holds prospective and long-term members of this elite group. The ugly side of this cozy equation is revealed in the sacrifice of self, and the abuse and humiliations that many members endure in exchange for their privileged status.

Many of those who live with or work for a high-level narcissist recognize that they are leading their lives through someone else. They have squelched their creativity, drive, and identities for a tyrant. They are counterfeits with pleasing ways designed to keep their master narcissistically fulfilled. When the final blows are struck and the curtain of disillusionment has fallen, some exhausted and distraught followers switch roles from adoring believers to intimate enemies.

In Part IV, Response to the Great Performer, I offer specific rules of engagement that will maximize all of your interactions with the high-level narcissist. The source of your success is keen awareness of your own core psychological issues. Feeling secure within yourself and psychologically grounded is essential. Stay mindful in the present moment with the issue at hand. Honor your moral and ethical values. There are rules for dealing with the boss and the boardroom. Outfox the high-level narcissist by taking the initiative, defending yourself without being defensive, and always have plans B, C, and D ready for execution.

In the last chapter, “Beyond Narcissism,” I invite the reader to travel to another land, to a quiet spaciousness that puts life in a clearer, simpler perspective. We will build a bridge together that will transport you beyond the ego-driven frenzy of the narcissistic world. Here you can learn how to become more still and peaceful inside. One method is the practice of meditation. I offer specific suggestions for starting a meditation practice.

Those who open this door are encouraged to drop their egos, remove false masks, and live authentically. Beyond narcissism there are no boundaries. Knowing this, we experience ourselves as unique living fragments of an evolving, dynamic, beatific whole.

In numerous conversations when I describe the character traits of a high-level narcissist with friends and acquaintances, I frequently hear: “Oh my God, that was my former boyfriend. The best thing I ever did was leave that egotistical, deceitful bastard” or “That’s my lying, demanding ex-wife to a tee” or “You just described my mother-in-law, a self-absorbed perfectionist; nothing’s ever good enough for her” or “That two-faced scum; everyone thought he walked on water. During our entire marriage he never missed an opportunity to have an affair, a fling, or a one-night stand. When I finally became ill and couldn’t tolerate it anymore, I asked him for a divorce. I picked the wrong lawyers and got completely screwed financially. I can only be grateful that this horrible man is out of my life.”

To survive and flourish, we all need healthy narcissism. This is a positive feeling of self-worth. A person with healthy narcissism has a firm realistic sense of self. By respecting and caring for ourselves, we acknowledge that we are unique and valuable human beings. We can love others only if we possess healthy self-love. Having compassion for ourselves, we learn to forgive our mistakes, big and small. When we falter and fail as imperfect beings, healthy  narcissism allows us to acknowledge our waywardness without defensiveness and to make necessary changes in our behavior and attitudes. It carries us along with a sense of hope and optimism. Those who have a quality of balanced self-love also possess a spontaneous bedrock of humor that is simultaneously capable of viewing both the unadorned truth and the comic absurdity of life.

It should be noted that many high achievers are not narcissistic personalities. They are bright, motivated, and talented—driven to be their best. They are capable of love and intimacy with spouses, partners, children, relatives, and friends. They possess a self-effacing manner despite their worldly achievements and the exalted opinions of others. They know and accept that they are imperfect human beings. Alongside their talents and many accomplishments, these individuals display warmth, conscience, and kindness.

Unhealthy or pathological narcissism moves along a different track. The narcissist is deceptive and manipulative in all of his relationships. The sine qua non of pathological narcissism is an obsessive self-absorption combined with the inability to experience genuine empathy toward others. The word narcissism originates from the myth of Narcissus. In this ancient story the nymph Echo falls in love with the beautiful youth Narcissus. Becoming very angry when Narcissus does not return her love, Echo asks Aphrodite, the goddess of love, to take revenge by making Narcissus the victim of unrequited love. One day while walking through the forest, Narcissus kneels beside a spring to drink. As he gazes into the clear waters, he sees a youth so handsome that he falls hopelessly in love with him. He becomes so obsessed with this apparition that he can neither eat nor drink. He dies of starvation, never realizing that the nymph he sought was his own reflection in the water.

PABLO PICASSO: “YO REY,” I THE KING

Picasso—the enunciation of his name evokes primal images of the man and his art. The two are inseparable from each other. Whether manically working in his studio on his latest painting motif (often of women with whom he was beginning, having, or ending affairs), on vacation en famille with a mistress nearby, or at the bullfights posing in white, riveted to the ancient bloody spectacle, Picasso always stole the show. He controlled the life scripts of his players—wives, mistresses, girlfriends, children, business associates, enemies—as facilely and deliberately as he created his paintings, drawings, etchings, and ceramics. When Picasso was present, the sun was out and the crowd gathered. It was carnival, fiesta—an endless raucous party. Along with the light of his talent, Picasso harvested a violent unrelenting darkness upon others in the form of stabbing emotional abandonment, chronic deception, sexual sadism, psychological coldness, and steely revenge.

Pablo’s greatest artistic masterpiece was in “being Picasso.” Even at the age of eighteen this famous narcissist was already openly expressing his inflated sense of self-importance. Before leaving his parents and friends for Paris to realize his dreams of artistic greatness, Picasso displayed a self-portrait “with the inscription Yo Rey—‘I the King.’ “
3 It was one incident in a multitude of scenes from Picasso’s life in which he extolled his belief in his superior, demigod nature.

Pablo was notorious for collecting mistresses and lovers, as if harvesting fragrant, exotic flowers for a celebratory bouquet. In his ninety-one years Picasso produced tens of thousands of works of art, two wives, four children, numerous lovers and mistresses. Françoise Gilot, a gifted art student, likely played his most favored mistress, muse, and companion in art.

Françoise grew up with a father who was difficult, demanding, and very disappointed that she had not been born a son. He made her perform physical feats that scared her—climbing up and down hills, swimming tremendous distances with greater and greater speed. Françoise substituted her extreme fear for anger and resentment. Françoise learned to love the seduction of danger, and this included her decision to share her life with Picasso. It was both a challenge and a dangerous thrill. Françoise met the master when she was twenty-one and he was sixty-one. Young, naive, and seduced by his talent and sheer dynamic force, Françoise began to meet with Picasso, although he was still married to (but separated from) Olga Khokhlova, his first wife, a former ballerina. Olga had become a pariah to Picasso with her obsessional rantings and constant spying on her estranged husband and his newest lover. After they had lived apart for a while, Françoise could no longer resist Picasso. She moved in with him, and eventually they had two children, Claude and Paloma. In her intimate and revealing biography, Life with Picasso, Françoise quotes his deprecatory words toward women: “For me there are only two kinds of women—goddesses and doormats.”
4 Gilot replies: “And whenever he thought I might be feeling too much like a goddess, he did his best to turn me into a doormat.”
5

In his personal relationships with women, Picasso insisted that he alone was the central current of their desire. He reveled in orchestrating cruel and psychologically pernicious scenarios in which women would vie for his attention and actually fight over him. On one occasion, Picasso instigated and witnessed a physical fight between his voracious young lover Marie-Thérèse Walter and Dora Maar, a current girlfriend and intimate. Like any classic narcissist, Picasso was able to dispose of women who no longer  served him. Pablo arrived at a solution for dealing with past wives: “Every time I change wives I should burn the last one…. They wouldn’t be around now to complicate my existence.”
6

With Picasso, those closest to him in particular had to be well trained and ever ready for combat. He loved to create snares and traps that made others feel small and inadequate. Gilot points out that to gain Picasso’s respect, you had to play the part of worthy opponent “because life for Pablo was always a game one played with no holds barred.”
7 Watching the many people that Picasso tricked and humiliated, Françoise survived his ruses: “And so I learned very early that no matter how fond you might be of Pablo, the only way to keep his respect was to be prepared for the worst and take action before he did.”
8

During complex liaisons and emotionally damaging, sadistic games, Picasso would tell each of the women that he wanted to be exclusively with her and then turn around and repeat the same lie to the other partner. Simultaneously, he painted each woman in a motif and style that depicted whether she was rising or falling from his sexual and romantic ardor. Layers of intrigue and cruelty against women were devised by Picasso to inflict pain and to demonstrate his absolute control over them, much like the haughty pirouettes of a matador during a triumphant pass with a bleeding bull.

With all of her devotion to Pablo’s art and his life and their children, Françoise finally recognized that this master artist was incapable of true empathy and tenderness: “and then gradually [I] came to realize that human warmth was something I would never get from Pablo.”
9 When Françoise gave clear indications that her separation from Picasso was becoming imminent, he derided her, saying that she would never be recognized or appreciated as an individual but always be seen solely as a person attached to a great and talented man. He fueled the tirade: “Even if you think people  like you, it will only be a kind of curiosity they will have about a person whose life has touched mine so intimately…. For you, reality is finished…. If you attempt to take a step outside my reality—you’re headed straight for the desert.”
10

Picasso was not finished. He devised an exquisite signature revenge for Françoise. He convinced her that the two of them were destined to get back together. He insisted that Françoise obtain a divorce from her husband, Luc Simon, promising marriage and the legitimization of Claude and Paloma. Françoise proceeded, believing that she would be reunited with Pablo. Françoise obtained the divorce. She waited. One morning while reading a newspaper, she discovered that Pablo had precipitously married Jacqueline Roque. The shock and betrayal of this ignominious act was crippling, but Françoise survived. In the end the woman triumphantly still standing was Françoise Gilot. It was she who had severed the relationship with the master. And it was she who moved forward as an artist and an independent woman.

Marina Picasso, Picasso’s granddaughter, speaks frankly of the profound effects of her grandfather’s cruelty and negligence on her personally. Everyone else’s life had to stop in midair—their activities, feelings, thoughts, words—on the oscillating winds of Picasso’s moods, whims, vanities, passions, impulsivities, and perversities of the moment. Each one of Marina’s closest family members was left broken, crushed, or eventually destroyed by this man. Marina observes: “No one in my family ever managed to escape from the stranglehold of this genius.”
11 Her father, Paulo (Picasso’s son), a chronic alcoholic, spent his days haplessly begging Picasso for sustenance to keep food on his family’s table. He was a lifelong captive of his father’s predictable inflictions of shame and degradation. In every way, spoken and unspoken, Picasso never missed an opportunity to let his son know just what a worthless failure he  was and would always be. Unable to separate himself psychologically from Picasso and activate his individuality, Paulo remained tied to his father like an infant sucking on a cold mother’s milkless teat. In the end, Paulo drowned in the alcohol that he had used so long to remove himself from the pain of not being loved. The sweet but deadly oblivion that he sought finally consumed him.

The brilliant Picasso sun at the center burned others in exquisite ways. His former wife and ballerina, Olga, counted her days as an emotional and physical invalid, desperately searching the past for happier times when she was Picasso’s woman. Emilienne, Picasso’s daughter-in-law and reluctant mother to Marina and Pablito, infused her imagination with blatant fantasies of Picasso’s desire to seduce her. Every in
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