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‘A fevered stream of consciousness... 

A helter-skelter ride’

John Banville

AMULET
ROBERTO BOLAÑO

Auxilio Lacouture is trapped.

For twelve days she hides alone in a lavatory on 

the fourth floor of her university. Staring at the 

ground, she begins a heartfelt and feverish tale: 

she is the Mother of Mexican poetry. A highly 

charged first-person semi-hallucinatory novella, 

Amulet is a potent stream of consciousness through 

which the poets of Mexico rage and swirl. Filled 

with wild, dark literary prophecies, heroic poets, 

mad poets and artists ‘choked by the brilliance of 

youth’, Auxilio’s passionate narration – both 

heartbreaking and lyrical – is suffused with the 

essence of Roberto Bolaño’s art.

‘Encapsulates the violence and tragedy of 

recent Latin American history’ 

The Times

‘Roberto Bolaño redefined the form of the 

novel in his masterpiece 2666; with the

hallucinatory narrative of Amulet, he 

reimagines what literature can become’

New Statesman

TRANSLATED BY CHRIS ANDREWS

Cover illustration © Diego Becas incorporating 

photography courtesy of Getty Images
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ROBERTO BOLAÑO

Roberto Bolaño was born in Santiago, Chile, 
in 1953. He grew up in Chile and Mexico City, 
where he was a founder of the Infrarealism 
poetry movement. Described by the New York 
Times  as ‘the most significant Latin American 
literary voice of his generation’, he was the 
author of over twenty works, including The 
Savage Detectives, which received the Herralde 
Prize and the Rómulo Gallegos Prize when it 
appeared in 1998, and  2666,  which posthu-
mously won the 2008 National Book Critics 
Circle Award for Fiction. Bolaño died in 
Blanes, Spain, at the age of fifty, just as his 

writing found global recognition. 

Praise for Roberto Bolaño

‘Bolaño’s oeuvre is among the great, blistering literary 
achievements of the twentieth century’

Lauren Groff

‘Bolaño was a game changer: his field was politics, poetry  
and melancholia . . . and his writing was always unparalleled’

Mariana Enriquez

‘One of the greatest and most distinctive  
voices in modern fiction’

The Times

‘The most influential and admired novelist of his generation  
in the Spanish-speaking world’

Susan Sontag

‘Roberto was one of a kind, a writer who worked without a net, 
who went all out, with no brakes, and in doing so created a new 

way to be a great Latin American writer’
New York Times
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‘The triumphant posthumous entrance of Roberto Bolaño into 
the English-language literary firmament has been one of the 

sensations of the decade’
Sunday Times

‘We savour all he has written as every offering is a portal into the 
elaborate terrain of his genius’

Patti Smith

‘A supernova of creativity whose light is still arriving  
at our shores’

New Yorker

‘His fiction was hallucinatory, haunting and experimental’
Times Literary Supplement

‘Bolaño: that poète maudit, irreverent and brilliant, who wrote 
many of the best stories and novels of his generation’

Samanta Schweblin

‘Bolaño mastered the alchemy of turning the trivial into the 
sublime, the everyday into adventure. Bolaño is among  

the best at this diabolical skill’
Georgi Gospodinov

‘Bolaño offers a unique, multilayered and quirky perspective  
on contemporary life’

Daily Mail

‘One of the most respected and influential writers of his 
generation . . . At once funny and vaguely,  

pervasively, frightening’
John Banville

‘Bolaño’s work is a sprawling labyrinth of surprise, bold 
invention and images that will live with you forever’

Chris Power

‘An acid-tongued, truth-telling, peripatetic genius, who lived  
all too briefly, wrote in a fever and did not go gentle into  

that good night’
Washington Post
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‘For stunning wit, brutal honesty, loving humanity and a  
heart that bleeds into the simplest of words,  

no other writer ever came close’
Marlon James

‘Bolaño’s books are volcanic, perilous, charged with infectious 
erotic energy and demonic lucidity’

Benjamín Labatut

‘An exemplary literary rebel’
New York Review of Books

‘Bolaño is the writer who opened a new vein for twenty-first-
century literature . . . Vivacious and weird and madly alive again’

Kevin Barry

‘Bolaño’s uncontrollable storytelling pulsion, his savage way of 
using adjectives, his melancholic, almost tormented urban 

realism, changed the tone of a whole tradition’
Álvaro Enrigue

‘When I read Bolaño, I think: everything is possible again’
Nicole Krauss

‘Bolaño made each book more ambitious so that it will take us 
many years to come to terms with his vast achievement’

Colm Tóibín

‘Bolaño continues to cast a spell, thanks to the wild metaphorical 
reach of his tumbling sentences, his implausibly encyclopaedic 

grasp of global affairs and the seductive sense that  
twentieth-century history is a nightmarish riddle to  

which only literature is the solution’
Guardian

‘Latin American letters (wherever it may reside) has never had a 
greater, more disturbing avenging angel than Bolaño’

Junot Díaz

‘Bolaño was a flat-out genius, one of the greatest  
writers of our time’

Paul Auster 
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ROBERTO BOLAÑO

AMULET
TRA   N SLATE    D  FRO   M  T H E  S PA N IS  H  B Y

Chris Andrews

Copyrighted Material



1  3  5  7  9  10  8  6  4  2

Vintage Classics is part of the Penguin Random House  
group of companies whose addresses can be found  

at global.penguinrandomhouse.com

This edition published in Vintage Classics in 2024
First published in Spain with the title Amuleto by Editorial Anagrama in 1999

First published in the United States of America with the title  
Amulet by New Directions Books in 2006

Copyright © the heirs of Roberto Bolaño 1999
Translation copyright © Chris Andrews 2006

Roberto Bolaño has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this  
Work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

penguin.co.uk/vintage-classics

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

The authorised representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, 
Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 9781784879419

Penguin Random House is committed to a sustainable future  
for our business, our readers and our planet. This book is made  

from Forest Stewardship Council® certified paper.

Copyrighted Material



For Mario Santiago Papasquiaro
(Mexico City, 1953-1998)
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In our misery we wanted to scream for help,
but there was no one there to come to our aid.
 —Petronius 
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O N E

This is going to be a horror story. A 
story of murder, detection and hor-
ror. But it won’t appear to be, for 
the simple reason that I am the teller. 

Told by me, it won’t seem like that. Although, in 
fact, it’s the story of a terrible crime.

I am a friend to all Mexicans. I could say I am 
the mother of Mexican poetry, but I better not.  
I know all the poets and all the poets know me. So 
I could say it. I could say one mother of a zephyr 
is blowing down the centuries, but I better not. 
For example, I could say I knew Arturito Belano 
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when he was a shy seventeen-year-old who wrote 
plays and poems and couldn’t hold his liquor, but 
in a sense it would be superfluous and I was taught 
(they taught me with a lash and with a rod of iron) 
to spurn all superfluities and tell a straightforward 
story.

What I can say is my name. 
My name is Auxilio Lacouture and I am 

Uruguayan—I come from Montevideo—although 
when I get nostalgic, when homesickness wells up 
and overwhelms  me, I say I’m a Charrúa, which 
is more or less the same thing, though not exactly, 
and it confuses Mexicans and other Latin Americans 
too.

Anyway, the main thing is that one day I 
arrived in Mexico without really knowing why or 
how or when.

I came to Mexico City in 1967, or maybe it 
was 1965, or 1962. I’ve got no memory for dates 
anymore, or exactly where my wanderings took 
me; all I know is that I came to Mexico and never 
went back. Hold on, let me try to remember. Let 
me stretch time out like a plastic surgeon stretch-
ing the skin of a patient under anesthesia. Let me 
see. When I arrived in Mexico León Felipe was 
still alive—what a giant he was, a force of nature—
and León Felipe died in 1968. When I arrived in 
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Mexico Pedro Garfías was still alive—such a great, 
such a melancholy man—and Don Pedro died  
in 1967, which means I must have arrived before 
1967. So let’s just assume I arrived in Mexico in 
1965. 

Yes, it must have been 1965 (although I could 
be mistaken, it certainly wouldn’t be the first time) 
and day after day, hour after hour, I orbited around 
those two great Spaniards, those universal minds, 
moved by a poet’s passion and the boundless devo-
tion of an English nurse or of a little sister looking 
after her older brothers. Like me, they were wan-
derers, although for very different reasons; nobody 
drove me out of Montevideo; one day I simply 
decided to leave and go to Buenos Aires, and after 
a few months or maybe a year in Buenos Aires, I 
decided to keep traveling, because by then I already 
knew that Mexico was my destiny and I knew that 
León Felipe was living in Mexico, and although I 
wasn’t sure whether Don Pedro Garfías was living 
here too, deep down I think I could sense it. Maybe 
it was madness that impelled me to travel. It could 
have been madness. I used to say it was culture. 
Of course culture sometimes is, or involves, a kind  
of madness. Maybe it was a lack of love that 
impelled me to travel. Or an overwhelming abun-
dance of love. Maybe it was madness.

3
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If nothing else, this much is clear: I arrived in 
Mexico in 1965 and turned up at the apartments 
of León Felipe and Pedro Garfías and said, Here I 
am, at your service. I guess they liked me: I’m not 
unlikeable; tiresome sometimes, but never unlike-
able. The first thing I did was to find a broom and 
set about sweeping the floor of their apartments, 
and then I washed the windows, and, whenever I 
got the chance, I asked them for money and did 
their shopping. And they used to say to me, with 
that distinctive Spanish accent which they never 
lost, that prickly little music, as if they were cir-
cling the z s  and the s s , which made the s s  seem 
lonelier and more sensuous, Auxilio, they’d say, 
that’s enough bustling around, Auxilio, leave those 
papers alone, woman, dust and literature have 
always gone together. And I would look at them 
and think, How right they are, dust and literature, 
from the beginning, and since at the time I was avid 
for detail, I conjured up wonderful and melancholy 
scenes, I imagined books sitting quietly on shelves 
and the dust of the world creeping into libraries, 
slowly, persistently, unstoppably, and then I came 
to understand that books are easy prey for dust 
(I understood this but refused to accept it), I saw 
whirlwinds, clouds of dust gathering over a plain 
somewhere deep in my memory, and the clouds 
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advanced until they reached Mexico City, the 
clouds that had come from my own private plain, 
which belonged to everyone although many 
refused to admit it, and those clouds covered every-
thing with dust, the books I had read and those I 
was planning to read, covered them irrevocably, 
there was nothing to be done: however heroic my 
efforts with broom and rag, the dust was never 
going to go away, since it was  an integral part 
of the books, their way of living or of mimicking 
something like life.

That was what I saw. That was what I saw, 
seized by a tremor that only I could feel. Then I 
opened my eyes and the Mexican sky appeared. 
I’m in Mexico, I thought, with the tail end of that 
tremor still slithering through me. Here I am, I 
thought. And the memory of the dust vanished 
immediately. I saw the sky through a window. I 
saw the light of Mexico City shifting over the walls. 
I saw the Spanish poets and their shining books. 
And I said to them: Don Pedro, León (how odd, 
I called the older and more venerable of the two 
simply by his first name, while the younger one was 
somehow more intimidating, and I couldn’t help 
calling him Don Pedro!), let me take care of this, 
you get on with your work, you keep writing, don’t 
mind me, just pretend I’m the invisible woman. 
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And they would laugh, or rather León Felipe would 
laugh, although to be honest it was hard to tell if 
he was laughing or clearing his throat or swearing, 
he was like a volcano, that man, while Don Pedro 
Garfías would look at me and then look away, and 
his gaze (that sad gaze of his) would settle on some-
thing, I don’t know, a vase, or a shelf full of books 
(that melancholy gaze of his), and I would think: 
What’s so special about that vase or the spines of 
those books he’s gazing at, why are they filling him 
with such sadness? And sometimes, when he had 
left the room or stopped looking at me, I began to 
wonder and even went to look at the vase in ques-
tion or the aforementioned books and came to the 
conclusion (a conclusion which, I hasten to add, 
I promptly rejected) that Hell or one of its secret 
doors was hidden there in those seemingly inof-
fensive objects.

Sometimes Don Pedro would catch me look-
ing at his vase or the spines of his books and he’d 
ask, What are you looking at, Auxilio, and I’d say, 
Huh? What? and I’d pretend to be dopey or miles 
away, but sometimes I’d come back with a ques-
tion that might have seemed out of place, but was 
relevant, actually,  if you thought about it. I’d say 
to him, Don Pedro, How long have you had this 
vase? Did someone give it to you? Does it mean 
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something special to you? And he’d just stare at 
me, at a loss for words. Or he’d say: It’s only a 
vase. Or: No, it doesn’t have any special meaning. 
That’s when I should have asked him, So why are 
you looking at it as if it hid one of the doors to 
Hell? But I didn’t. I’d just say: Aha, aha, which was 
a tic I’d picked up from someone, sometime during 
those first months, my first months in Mexico. But 
no matter how many ahas issued from my mouth, 
my brain went on working. And once, I can laugh 
about it now, once when I was alone in Pedrito 
Garfías’s study, I started looking at the vase that 
had captured that sad gaze of his, and I thought: 
Maybe it’s because he has no flowers, there are 
hardly ever any flowers here, and I approached 
the vase and examined it from various angles, and 
then (I was coming closer and closer, although in a 
roundabout way, tracing a more or less spiral path 
toward the object of my observation) I thought: 
I’m going to put my hand into the vase’s dark 
mouth. That’s what I thought. And I saw my hand 
move forward, away from my body, and rise and 
hover over the vase’s dark mouth, approaching its 
enameled lip, at which point a little voice inside 
me said: Hey, Auxilio, what are you doing, you 
crazy woman, and that was what saved me, I think, 
because straight away my arm froze and my hand 
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hung limp, like a dead ballerina’s, a few inches 
from that Hell-mouth, and after that I don’t know 
what happened to me, though I do know what 
could have happened and didn’t. 

You run risks. That’s the plain truth. You run 
risks and, even in the most unlikely places, you are 
subject to destiny’s whims. 

That time with the vase, I started crying. Or 
rather, the tears welled up and took me by surprise 
and I had to sit in an armchair, the only armchair 
Don Pedro had in that room, otherwise I think 
I would have fainted. I know my vision blurred 
at one point, anyway, and my legs began to give. 
And once seated, I was seized by a violent shaking, 
as if I was about to have some kind of attack. The 
worst thing was that all I could think about was 
Pedrito Garfías coming in and seeing me in that 
awful state. Except that I hadn’t stopped think-
ing about the vase; I averted my gaze, but I knew 
(I’m not completely stupid) that it was there, in 
the room, standing on a shelf beside a silver frog, 
a frog whose skin seemed to have absorbed all the 
madness of the Mexican moon. Then, still shaking, 
I got up and walked over to that vase again, with, 
I think, the sensible intention of picking it up and 
smashing it on the floor, on the green tiles of that 
floor, and this time the path I traced toward the 
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