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In September 1972, just a year before his death, the Nobel Prize winning poet, Pablo Neruda, invited thirty-year-old Isabel Allende, a modest celebrity in Chile as a television host as well as a magazine reporter, to visit him in his seaside home at Isla Negra.  A gracious host, Neruda praised her humorous pieces, telling her that he even photocopied  them and showed them to his friends.  For her part, as Allende recalls in her memoir, Paula, preparations were made for that meeting: “I bought a new tape recorder, wrote out lists of questions, I read two biographies and reread parts of his work – I even had the engine of my old Citroen checked so it would not fail me on such a delicate mission.”  Unbeknownst to her, the mission was doomed from the start:


     After lunch it began to rain, the room darkened. . .I realized that 
the Poet was weary, that the wine had gone to my head, and that I 
must 
hurry.


     “If you like, we can do the interview now” I suggested.


     “Interview?” he asked.

     
     “Well, That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”


     “Interview me? I ‘d never put myself through that,” he laughed. 
“My dear child, you must be the worst journalist in the country.  You 
are incapable of being objective, you place yourself at the center of 
everything you do, I suspect you’re not above fibbing, and when you 
don’t have news, you invent it.

     Why don’t you write novels instead?  In literature, those defects are virtues.”

Fortunately, Isabel Allende ultimately followed Neruda’s advice: A decade later, she changed her profession from journalism to fiction.  She acknowledged her meeting with Neruda as a “turning point in my life.”  She warns :If you ask me to tell you my life, I will try, and it will probably be a bag of lies because I am inventing myself all of the time, and at the same time I am inventing fiction, and through this fiction I am revealing myself.”

In a series of interviews, she   was asked if she invents the first sentence herself.  She replied “,I always write the first sentence on January 8, the day that I began to write The House of the Spirits. I go to the office early and I ask the spirits for help and inspiration.  When I ‘ve lighted the candles and turned on the computer, I write the first sentence which I let bubble up from my intuitions, not from reason. The first sentence opens the door to the story that is already there – but it’s hidden in another dimension.  It’s my task to enter the dimension and make the story appear.” She writes first in Spanish and then the completed work is translated, often into shorter sentences using fewer adjectives.  She considers January 8 the luckiest day to write, since she began the first of many letters to her dying grandfather in 1981, who was living in Santiago, Chile. La Casa de Espiritus  was published in Spain  in 1983 and the following year the book received the Best Novel of the Year Award in Germany. During the past sixteen years Allende has received twenty-seven awards from France, Italy, Mexico, The United States and in 2010 received Chile’s National Literature Prize. 
Isabel Allende   became one of the most highly praised Latin American writers.  She mesmerized readers throughout the world with her own blend of magical realism, politics, and romance. This book was a powerful, straightforward acceptance of the magical and spiritual world that she new from her early childhood when she lived with her grandparents, as her mother traveled with her second husband who was a diplomat, Ramon Huidobro.  While attending high school in Santiago,  Allende met and married her first husband ,Miguel Frias, father of her two children, Paula and Nicholas. However, her successful career outside the traditional confines of Chilean society caused the marriage to end after 25 years. She witnessed the beginning of a democratic movement in the 1970’s, socioeconomic change, and the turbulent history of the military coup of 1973, when her cousin President Salvador Allende died, combined with patriarchal oppression historically practiced by the upper classes.  She created this book as a feminocentric novel that empowered women and transformed female experiences associated with renewal: giving birth and being reborn. Myth, violence and love.  Ink, blood and kisses.  Reality and fantasy hand-in-hand. Latin America. “La magia palabra”,  all we have to understand the world  are words, and for Allende expanding the horizon of language  includes accepting  all those who  now live on or beyond language’s borders. She has indicated that her female protagonists are feminists in their fashion.  They ask to be free and complete human beings, to be able to fulfill themselves and not to be dependent on men. Each character battles according to her own personality, strengths and weaknesses.         

Allende was influenced by fairy tales, as well as by family tales.  In writing this book and subsequent others she ignored the boundary between the human and the divine, the possible and the impossible. Her grandmother, the model for Clara, occupied a special place in Allende’s life. She was described as ”adorable, a refined spirit, a complete stranger to anything vulgar, and a lover of truth, and justice who would defend her principles.”  Allende recalls memories of hours spent in the grandparents’ cellar where she read by candlelight, dreamt of magic castles, dressed up like ghosts, invented black masses, and then in exhaustion fell asleep among the spiders and mice. “ Time was suspended and silence reigned.”  Hers was an eccentric family and Allende debunked the idea of a traditional family, the respectable family façade and, instead weaves a story of rape, adultery, violence, and domination.  This book offers hope and salvation for the Truebas as well as for the nation of Chile.  Allende holds out for a democratic country modeled after a family that is loving and accepting.

In her memoir The Sum of Our Days, she recalls the difficulties in making the movie based on this novel.  It was her “four minutes of fame”, as she and her second husband William Gordon, an American she met at a book-signing event, mingled with the movie stars Meryl Streep, Jeremy Irons, Glenn Close and Antonio Banderas. At the same time Allende’s family believed she had betrayed them by telling family secrets, since in Chile dirty laundry is washed at home. The movie premiered and a fan standing outside the hotel asked, “Who is she?”, pointing to Allende who is about five feet tall.  Her friend answered, “That’s Meryl Streep.”  So much for Hollywood! Another example (of the four minutes), was when she was asked to carry the Olympic flag in the Winter 2006 Games, staged in Turin, Italy. Sophia Loren walked ahead of Allende, who was dwarfed by the elegant, sensual beauty, but to Allende it was worth everything, as her grandchildren finally were impressed by her fame as they watched from the viewing stands.

Allende relishes nothing more than a good tale, whether the subject is Latin American politics, feminism, aphrodisiacs or herself and her writing, while her stories cast a spell on her audience. Interviewers are often seduced by her zany humor, lack of inhibitions, exuberance, and generosity.  Readers have great difficulty distinguishing between her and her characters.  She has been closely observed by some who want to know if her hair, like  Rosa’s and Alba’s is really green. Her books are widely acclaimed and many have been translated into thirty languages.  The Isabel Allende Foundation is dedicated to her daughter Paula, with the mission of achieving a world where women and girls have economic and social justice, empowerment, and protection. Paula died in 1992 of a coma induced by porphyria, a metabolic blood disease that her brother also inherited. An error in medication caused her to become brain-damaged and Allende moved her to California to be in a hospital near her large family.
Recently Isabel was interviewed:


Interviewer: Let’s say you are before the Pearly Gates and you must present what you believe to be your biggest achievement in this life in order to enter.  What would it be?


Allende: Motherhood.



Interviewer: Not a book?


Allende: No, not in the bigger scheme of things.  The memories of my children and grandchildren and my love for them is what is important for me and how I define myself as a person.  It is what justifies my existence.

Isabel Allende ‘s penchant for adventure and risk-taking, her feminist convictions, her belief in the power of the word and her spiritual view of death evoke familiar idiosyncrasies in her endearing, yet puzzling characters.  Allende confesses that reality and fiction are often so merged in her work that she doesn’t know where one ends and the other begins.

