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			Paulo Coelho

			A spiritualist Brazilian novelist

			
					Born in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) in 1947

					Notable works:	The Alchemist (1988), novel

	Veronika Decides to Die (1998), novel

	Adultery (2014), novel




			

			Since his childhood, Paulo Coelho dreamt of becoming a writer, but his parents wanted him to be an engineer like his father. At the age of 38, he took the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage and converted to Christianity, thus reviving the Jesuit teaching in which he had been educated. A short while after this spiritual experience, he wrote his first novel, The Pilgrimage (1987). One year later, he published The Alchemist which earned him worldwide recognition. His novels, which have been translated into almost 80 languages, are all bestsellers, and have sold at least 175 million copies. Paulo Coelho entered the Brazilian Academy of Letters in 2002 and has been a Messenger of Peace for the United Nations since 2007.

		


		
			Veronika Decides to Die

			The eulogy of insanity

			
					Genre: philosophical novel

					Reference edition: Coelho, P. (2006) Veronika Decides to Die. Trans. Costa, M.J. Quebec: HarperCollins.

					First edition: 1998

					Themes: death, insanity, meaning of life, depression, suicide, therapy, the real “I”

			

			Published in 1998, Veronika Decides to Die is the 11th novel by Paulo Coelho. In it, the author tells the story of Veronika who decides to commit suicide. After her attempt fails, she wakes up in a psychiatric hospital. She meets many people there who encourage her to question her understanding of insanity and of life. 

			The author takes a moment in the book to explain to us that he uses this convoluted method – namely writing this novel – to recount a painful part of his adolescence, using the traits of the character Eduard. In fact, at the age of 17, Coelho refused to follow in the footsteps of his father who, distraught by this rebellion, could find no other solution than to commit his son to a psychiatric hospital. The young writer escaped from “his prison” three times before being officially freed at the age of 20.

		


		
			Summary

			A patient seeking death

			On 21 November 1997, Veronika decides to die. Not because she is depressed or sad, but because her life does not interest her. For the Slovenian, every day is the same and, once her childhood has passed, she is convinced that she will never experience another degradation or suffering. Furthermore, she is aware that the world is getting worse and she feels totally powerless in the face of this. Not wanting to inflict the discovery of her body on somebody, she successively rules out hanging, jumping out of the window and shooting; she opts to ingest four boxes of sleeping pills. Initially taken by an urge to vomit, she finally loses consciousness. 

			Despite this attempt, Veronika wakes up in a hospital bed at Villete. Held in a mental hospital, she imagines what her life will be like when she gets out: an unexciting job, a husband she will marry just to please her mother, the arrival of a baby that will save her marriage, an urge to commit suicide that will be supressed until her children are older, another suicide attempt, etc. After reflecting, she decides that she will not leave this clinic alive, even if she has to jump from the window if she cannot find medication. 

			Kept in a semi-conscious state by sedatives for almost three weeks, Veronika learns from a doctor that the sleeping pills that she took have irreversibly damaged her heart and that she will therefore die soon. While the doctor tells her that she only has five to seven days to live, this is actually a lie, a therapy of sorts, as the young woman is in good health. Panicked at the idea of having to wait one week before dying, she goes in search of sleeping pills to end her life more quickly. Not managing to find them, she decides to wait for her death. 

			While doing this, she gradually befriends the other patients around her. She thus meets Zedka, a long-time depressive, Maria, a panic disorder sufferer and Eduard, a mute schizophrenic. During these few days, she also witnesses the treatment sessions given to patients such as the injection of insulin that plunges Zedka into a coma or the use of electroshocks on Eduard, who loses consciousness. These violent treatments shock her.

			Gradually, Veronika begins to reflect on her life, and particularly on the fact that she has always lived according to the image others have of her, without allowing herself to be herself: for example, she studied law to please her mother when she wanted to become a pianist. She therefore hates everything around her and releases this feeling by furiously hitting the piano at the centre of the hospital. After this crisis, a sensation of wellbeing overwhelms her and she plays several sonatas and odes to the moon, to the stars, to the asylum’s park and to the mountains. Eduard is charmed by Veronika’s music, but, wanting to curb this desire, she advises him not to get used to it because she is going to die. 

			A few days before she is supposed to die, Veronika has a heart attack, but survives. Hysterical, she complains about still being alive and rebels against the insensitivity of the medical team who do not shorten the suffering to which they know she is condemned. The patient is so uncontrollable that the nurses are forced to inject her with sedatives. 

			Veronika then takes part in the intervention of a Sufi master who encourages the hospice patients to free their spirit in order to help them find their true essence. Thus becoming aware of her “real ‘I’”, she understands that she has acted too hastily by trying to commit suicide and that she does not need to fear death as this will only cause her to waste her final moments: she therefore decides to make the most of the little life she has left. 

			The fateful day arrives at last. Her appointed doctor, Dr Igor, tells her that she has no more than 24 hours to live. While she prepares to leave the hospital to make the most of her last hours on earth, Eduard is brought by the doctors to be subjected to electroshocks: without hesitating, Veronika decides to remain at the young man’s bedside. Zedka, who comes to say her goodbyes before leaving Villete, encourages her to take the risk of loving, as she has nothing to lose. When he awakens, Eduard confesses to the heroine that he loves her and tells her his story: while he wanted, above all, to become a painter, his parents, considering him crazy, had him committed. 

			Veronika also confesses her love for him and asks him to stay with her until the moment she dies. Carried away by a need for freedom, they decide to leave the asylum together. The young woman, who believes that the meaning of her life is to help Eduard to revive his vocation, makes him promise to paint her and to continue to practice his art. She falls asleep calmly in the young man’s arms, thinking she will not reawaken. The following day, they realise that Veronika is still alive and believe it is a miracle. 

			A doctor seeking life

			Alongside Veronika’s story, the reader follows that of Dr Igor, the owner of the Villete asylum. According to him, everybody suffers from depression, except insane people, and people are only depressed when they can allow themselves to be, meaning when no war or famine is affecting them. Thus, faced with the inevitability of death, Veronika and the other patients reflect on their lives and their future. For example, Maria explains to Dr Igor that upon contact with Veronika, she rediscovered her soul: she wants to live through what she has never dared to experience and leaves the establishment.

			Dr Igor lies about the state of Veronika’s health, in order to use her as the subject of an experiment to prove his theories. He thinks that awareness of death is the best way to cure patients of their resentment, and persuades the young woman of her imminent death in order to incite her will to live. The deception goes so far that the injections that she receives are, in reality, only to provoke symptoms of a heart attack. The doctor’s hypothesis is finally well demonstrated as the young girl does indeed recover her taste for life, making the most of each day as if it were her last. 

		


		
			Character study

			Veronika

			Veronika, who has green eyes and brown hair, is a young, passive Slovenian who does not like physical contact. While her dream had been to become a pianist, she was forced to give up on her vocation as her parents wanted her to study law. Having not found a job as a lawyer, she finally becomes a librarian. Veronika left the family home six years earlier and lives in a bedroom owned by nuns. At barely 24 years old, she feels useless and finds no interest in her life. 

			Zedka

			Aged around 35 years old, Zedka is a Serbian mental health patient at Villete. Although she is married and a mother to several children, she is in the grips of chronic depression following an impossible love that she experienced during her youth. Zedka receives shots of insulin as treatment, which plunges her into a short coma each time. According to her, the patients’ condition improves when they enter the hospital because they no longer need to hide their symptoms to seem normal. 

			Maria

			Maria has been detained at Villete because she suffers from panic attacks. Having been a lawyer for 40 years, she is suddenly affected by anxiety problems. After two months of crisis during which she stayed holed up at her home, a colleague suggested to her that she seek help at the Villete hospice. Although Dr Igor prescribed her medication that she could take at home, Maria chose to be hospitalised. When rumour of her detainment spreads, her office forces her to retire

			Eduard

			
			Dr Igor
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