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			Acclaim for Susanna Kaysen’s

			Girl, Interrupted

			“A bitter, funny, insightful memoir…. A minimalist relative of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Kaysen’s spare, elegant book raises angry questions about just who’s crazy, and who’s in charge of figuring it out.”

			—Los Angeles Times Book Review

			“Written [in] bare-bones prose, funny, readable and true. The great success of Girl, Interrupted is that it avoids the romantic inflation that most other sufferers of psychosis fall into when they describe their experience. Kaysen simply lets us know, with spare poetry, what it is like to have a life interrupted by madness.”

			—Philadelphia Inquirer

			“In piercing vignettes shadowed with humor [Kaysen] brings to life the routine of the ward and its patients…. Kaysen’s meditations on young women and madness form a trenchant counterpoint to the copies of her medical records that are woven into the text.”

			—The New Yorker

			“An eloquent and unexpectedly funny memoir.”

			—Vanity Fair

			“At turns wry, sardonic, witty…an unusual glimpse of a young woman’s experience with insanity. Kaysen presents a meaningful analysis of the dual and contradictory nature of psychiatric hospitalization as both refuge and prison.”

			—San Francisco Chronicle

			“Nothing short of astonishing…unusually frank and thoughtful…Girl, Interrupted [gives] a piercing sense of how very short is the journey from humor to outright horror…remarkable.”

			—Mirabella

			“Memorable and stirring…fascinating. A powerful examination not only of Kaysen’s own imperfections but of those of the system that diagnosed her.”

			—Vogue

			“Girl, Interrupted is a writer’s book, crafted by an author of extraordinary acuteness and skill. Kaysen takes us across the boundaries of ‘normalcy. ‘Girl, Interrupted is about the borders between the world inside the hospital and the world outside, between sanity and insanity, between freedom and captivity, between self and other, between dignity and shame, between power and powerlessness.”

			—Boston Phoenix Literary Section

			“Remarkable…. In prose lean and mean, Kaysen’s memoir brings us inside [McLean] and paints a picture of madness that is both disturbing and compelling.”

			—Detroit News

			“Using herself as a troubled—and troubling—example, Kaysen demonstrates with excoriating humor the severe problems with diagnosis, the phenomenon of psychiatric hospitalization and the callousness of even the most sophisticated of families and hospitals. Girl, Interrupted is more than a’ 60s period piece. It is a cautionary tale for our time, for any era struggling to balance on the razor’s edge between sanity and insanity.”

			—St. Louis Post Dispatch

			“Kaysen’s candid memoir of her stay in a psychiatric hospital breaks the mold. It is both funny and frightening. Kaysen’s account is provocative, concise writing with an occasional edge of black humor. It makes us examine our own minds and wonder just who has the right to decide if someone has gone mad.”

			—St. Petersburg Times

			“Girl, Interrupted is Ms. Kaysen’s sly, witty, memoir [in] which she writes vividly of the McLean community in the late’ 60s: beleaguered nurses, ineffective doctors, obsessed patients. Kaysen finds her reality in writing, inside.”

			—Atlanta Journal-Constitution
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			Introduction to the Vintage Books Edition (2023)

			It was while I was writing a novel about an anthropologist in a northern archipelago that I conceived of this book. The anthropologist was doing a village study: an analysis of the alignments and organization of a small, self-contained place. The novel was based on my own experiences of living in the Faroe Islands with my husband, an anthropologist who was doing research for his PhD thesis.

			It came to me one day in the midst of working on that novel that I had lived in another small, self-contained place and had observed its alignments and hierarchies, its customs and special language.

			I intended this memoir to be my own village study.

			Partly that was a way to distance myself from the sad fact of the matter—that I had been a patient in a mental hospital, not a Harvard graduate student doing his fieldwork. Probably, also, I was competing with my by-then-former husband. It now seems to me that both the novel and the memoir were attempts to wrest my story out from under his story, which had brought him degrees and certifications I could never achieve. I wanted to tell my version of our village in the Faroes in my novel about the anthropologist, and then tell a story about the hospital that showed that I, too, was an anthropologist.

			I finished the novel and embarked on this memoir.

			I didn’t want to write about myself. Ridiculous! Who could write a memoir without writing about herself? I didn’t want to describe the events that had taken me to the hospital, or go into my family details, or admit to the terror I felt when all of a sudden I was locked into an institution on a spring afternoon. I was determined to maintain my anthropological stance. I thought the book itself—the fact that I had written it—would demonstrate the truth of the objection raised by every mental patient: I don’t belong here! I’m not crazy.

			Therefore I left a lot out.

			This may be one explanation of why the book found so many readers. There was enough blank space in it for people to insert themselves.

			It was surprising to me how many people had been in a mental hospital or had what used to be called a nervous breakdown. There were just as many whose best friend or brother or child had gone through that sort of thing. Back then, this was not a topic for discussion, rather something to be kept secret. I got letters from people who said I had described their experiences. When I gave readings at bookstores, people came up to me afterward to tell me I had written their story. Often, they thanked me for my courage.

			Under the mistaken impression that I hadn’t written about myself, I always told these people that I wasn’t brave and that courage hadn’t been involved in it.

			But they knew better than I did.

			The girls who cut themselves, the boys who just didn’t ever fit in, the promising young woman on her way to a career in law who couldn’t get out of bed one day and stayed there for a year—they all saw something familiar in this book.

			That familiar thing, I think, was a person adrift, frightened, overwhelmed by existence and unable, for the moment, to engage with making a life for herself.

			Not, as I liked to tell myself, an objective, dispassionate observer.

			A lot has changed in the decades since this book was published, and even more since I was in the hospital. People aren’t locked up for years these days. I can’t say whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing. And perhaps the stigma of depression and “mental illness” has diminished somewhat.

			But suffering doesn’t change.

			This book, written under a delusion, brought many readers some comfort. I hope it still has that to offer thirty years later.

			Susanna Kaysen

			November 2022
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			Toward a Topography of the Parallel Universe

			People ask, How did you get in there? What they really want to know is if they are likely to end up in there as well. I can’t answer the real question. All I can tell them is, It’s easy.

			And it is easy to slip into a parallel universe. There are so many of them: worlds of the insane, the criminal, the crippled, the dying, perhaps of the dead as well. These worlds exist alongside this world and resemble it, but are not in it.

			My roommate Georgina came in swiftly and totally, during her junior year at Vassar. She was in a theater watching a movie when a tidal wave of blackness broke over her head. The entire world was obliterated—for a few minutes. She knew she had gone crazy. She looked around the theater to see if it had happened to everyone, but all the other people were engrossed in the movie. She rushed out, because the darkness in the theater was too much when combined with the darkness in her head.

			And after that? I asked her.

			A lot of darkness, she said.

			But most people pass over incrementally, making a series of perforations in the membrane between here and there until an opening exists. And who can resist an opening?

			In the parallel universe the laws of physics are suspended. What goes up does not necessarily come down; a body at rest does not tend to stay at rest; and not every action can be counted on to provoke an equal and opposite reaction. Time, too, is different. It may run in circles, flow backward, skip about from now to then. The very arrangement of molecules is fluid: Tables can be clocks; faces, flowers.

			These are facts you find out later, though.

			Another odd feature of the parallel universe is that although it is invisible from this side, once you are in it you can easily see the world you came from. Sometimes the world you came from looks huge and menacing, quivering like a vast pile of jelly; at other times it is miniaturized and alluring, a-spin and shining in its orbit. Either way, it can’t be discounted.

			Every window on Alcatraz has a view of San Francisco.

		

	
		
			The Taxi

			“You have a pimple,” said the doctor.

			I’d hoped nobody would notice.

			“You’ve been picking it,” he went on.

			When I’d woken that morning—early, so as to get to this appointment—the pimple had reached the stage of hard expectancy in which it begs to be picked. It was yearning for release. Freeing it from its little white dome, pressing until the blood ran, I felt a sense of accomplishment: I’d done all that could be done for this pimple.

			“You’ve been picking at yourself,” the doctor said.

			I nodded. He was going to keep talking about it until I agreed with him, so I nodded.

			“Have a boyfriend?” he asked.

			I nodded to this too.

			“Trouble with the boyfriend?” It wasn’t a question, actually, he was already nodding for me. “Picking at yourself,” he repeated. He popped out from behind his desk and lunged toward me. He was a taut fat man, tight-bellied and dark.

			“You need a rest,” he announced.

			I did need a rest, particularly since I’d gotten up so early that morning in order to see this doctor, who lived out in the suburbs. I’d changed trains twice. And I would have to retrace my steps to get to my job. Just thinking of it made me tired.

			“Don’t you think?” He was still standing in front of me. “Don’t you think you need a rest?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			He strode off to the adjacent room, where I could hear him talking on the phone.

			I have thought often of the next ten minutes—my last ten minutes. I had the impulse, once, to get up and leave through the door I’d entered, to walk the several blocks to the trolley stop and wait for the train that would take me back to my troublesome boyfriend, my job at the kitchen store. But I was too tired.

			He strutted back into the room, busy, pleased with himself.

			“I’ve got a bed for you,” he said. “It’ll be a rest. Just for a couple of weeks, okay?” He sounded conciliatory, or pleading, and I was afraid.

			“I’ll go Friday,” I said. It was Tuesday; maybe by Friday I wouldn’t want to go.

			He bore down on me with his belly. “No. You go now.”

			I thought this was unreasonable. “I have a lunch date,” I said.

			“Forget it,” he said. “You aren’t going to lunch. You’re going to the hospital.” He looked triumphant.

			It was very quiet out in the suburbs before eight in the morning. And neither of us had anything more to say. I heard the taxi pulling up in the doctor’s driveway.

			He took me by the elbow—pinched me between his large stout fingers—and steered me outside. Keeping hold of my arm, he opened the back door of the taxi and pushed me in. His big head was in the backseat with me for a moment. Then he slammed the door shut.

			The driver rolled his window down halfway.

			“Where to?”

			Coatless in the chilly morning, planted on his sturdy legs in his driveway, the doctor lifted one arm to point at me.

			“Take her to McLean,” he said, “and don’t let her out till you get there.”

			I let my head fall back against the seat and shut my eyes. I was glad to be riding in a taxi instead of having to wait for the train.

			
				
				
				
					
						[image: Handwritten hospital admission form titled “McLean Hospital Inquiry Concerning Admission,” dated 4/27/67, completed for patient Susanna Kaysen with her Cambridge address and phone number, naming her father as the contact relative, noting income and assets, and including a “Reason for referral” section that records phrases such as “Needed McLean for 3 yrs,” “profoundly depressed – suicidal,” “increasing apathy, tiredness of life, promiscuous,” concerns she might kill herself or get pregnant, mention of a daughter, running away from home four months earlier, living in a boarding house, and several additional cursive notes with some lines blacked out.]
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						[image: Typed interoffice memorandum on McLean Hospital letterhead dated June 15, 1967, addressed “TO Record Room” and “FROM Dr. [name blacked out],” with subject “Susanna Kaysen.” The memo states that Kaysen was seen on April 27, 1967 and referred to McLean Hospital for admission after a three‑hour evaluation, then lists four numbered points describing her “chaotic unplanned life,” “severe depression and hopelessness and suicidal ideas,” “history of suicidal attempts,” and “no therapy and no plan at present, immersion in fantasy, progressive withdrawal and isolation,” followed by a note that she had been seen in psychotherapy by another doctor, that the author never treated her, and that she knew he was not a potential therapist.]
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			Girl, Interrupted

			Susanna Kaysen has written the novels Asa, As I Knew Him, Far Afield, and Cambridge and the memoirs Girl, Interrupted and The Camera My Mother Gave Me. She lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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1. INSTITUTION

McLean Hospital

CASE RECORD FOLDER

2. LAST NAME

KAYSEN Susanna

FIRST NAME MIDDLE INITIAL

N.

4.LEGAL STATUS AT ADMISSION

Voluntary

3. REGISTER NUMBER

5. LOCATION FROM WHICH ADMITTED

64 Wepde11 Street, Cambridge, Mass.

7A. ESTABLISHED LEGAL STATUS 8.DATE

8. RECENT ADDRESS

_same.

Since 9/66

i 12. TIME AT USUAL ADDRESS | 13. USUAL ADDRESS

M Lane, Princeton, N. J.

6. DATE ADMITTED

9. SEX 10. COLOR

April 27, 1967

_F. | W.
| 14. RELIGION 15. MARITAL ST
{ Jewish | Single

8. STATE OR COUNTRY OF BIRTH

18A. PORT OF ENTAY. IF FOREIGN BORN B.DATE | 17A. CITY OR TOWN OF BIRTH 1o mRTHOATE )
-
| Boston Mass. Nov. 11, 1948
T9A. IF NATURALIZED, PLACE B.OATE ; 20A FATHER'S NAME B. FATHER'S BIRTH PLACE 21.U.S. MILITARY SERVICE
| Carl Kaysen Philadelphia, Pa.

22. EDUCATION

23A. MOTHER'S MAIDEN NAME B. MOTHER'S BIRTH PLACE

24 SOCIAL SECURITY NO.

High School Graduate Annette Neutra Philadelphia, Pa. Unknown
25. USUAL OCCUPATION OF PATIENT | 26A. PERSON TO NOTIFY IN EMERGENCY B. RELATIONSHIP
Mr. & Mrs. Carl Kaysen Parents

None
27. USUAL OCCUPATION OF FATHER (PATIENT A MINOR)

c.aooress [ Lane, Princeton, N. J.

o.TeLepHONE ~AC609 -

Bus: Princeton Inst. for Adv. Studies (Director) AC609-

28 USUAL OCCUPATION OF MOTHER (PATIENT A MINOR) |

30. DIAGNOSTIC IMPRESSION AT ADMISSION

Psychoneurotic depressive
reaction.

Personality pattern dis-
turbance, mixed type.
R/0O Undifferentiated

Schizophrenia.

20A. PERSON TO NOTIFY IN EMERGENCY

Dr. & Mrs. Sanford Gifford

c.ooness N
Cambridge, Mass.

B. RELATIONSHIP
Friends

D. TELEPHONE

Un -

31A. PERSON TO NOTIFY IN EMERGENCY

C. ADDRESS

32A. ESTABLISHED DIAGNOSIS, MENTAL DISORDER

Borderline Personality

B. QUALIFYING PHRASE

33. ESTABLISHED DIAGNOSES, OTHER CONDITIONS

34 HISTORY OF TIME ON BOOKS OF INSTITUTIONS CARING F
A. NAME OF INSTITUTION

None

35. HISTORY OF OTHER HOSPITALIZATION
A. NAME OF HOSPITAL

Mt. Auburn Hospital

OR MENTAL DISORDER

B. RELATIONSHIP

D. TELEPHONE

B. LOCATION C. MONTH D. YEAR TO E. MONTH F. YEAR
B. LOCATION C. YEAR D. REASON
Cambridge, Mass. 1965 (Stomach pumped)
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