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About the book

A searing, immersive account of profound mental illness – and recovery.
Arnold Thomas Fanning had his first experience of depression during 
adolescence, following the death of his mother. In his 20s, he was overcome 
by mania and delusions. Thus began a terrible period in which he was often 
suicidal, increasingly disconnected from family and friends, sometimes in 
trouble with the law, and homeless for a winter in London. Drawing on his 
own memories, the recollections of people who knew him when he was at 
his worst, and medical records, Fanning has produced a beautifully written, 
devastatingly intense account of madness – and recovery, to the point where 
he has not had any serious illness for over a decade. 

About the author

Arnold Thomas Fanning was born in London and 
raised in Dublin. His stage plays include the acclaimed 
McKenna’s Fort. Mind on Fire is his first book.
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Now celebrating its 10th 
anniversary, the Wellcome Book 
Prize rewards exceptional works 
of literature that illuminate the 
many ways that health, medicine 
and illness touch our lives.



Questions and discussion points

1. The opening of the book is one extremely powerful sentence written in the 
second person. How did you feel reading this?

2. Reading about someone’s very personal experiences of mental illness can 
help people to understand what the person is going through. Did you learn 
anything new about how people experience mental illness?

3. Much of the book talks about Fanning as a writer and his creativity, however 
he has said that he does not agree with the myth that mental illness and 
creativity are somehow linked beneficially. Why do you think the two are often 
connected?

4. What impact do his relationships, in particular with his father, have on him?

Suggested reading

The Recovery Letters: Address to People Experiencing Depression edited by 
James Withey and Olivia Sagan 
Reasons to Stay Alive by Matt Haig
Living With a Black Dog by Matthew Johnstone
An Unquiet Mind by Kay Redfield Jamison
In Therapy by Susie Orbach

Useful links

Mind on Fire by Arnold Thomas Fanning: Triumph out of tragedy

Suicidal, homeless, paranoid and manic – playwright Arnold Thomas Fanning on 

writing about his lost decade

Arnold Thomas Fanning on creativity and mental illness

100 Voices: Arnold Thomas Fanning – On dispelling myths around mental health: 

#NowWereTalking

https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/mind-on-fire-by-arnold-thomas-fanning-triumph-out-of-tragedy-1.3520048
https://www.independent.ie/entertainment/books/book-news/suicidal-homeless-paranoid-and-manic-playwright-arnold-thomas-fanning-on-writing-about-his-lost-decade-36943780.html
https://www.independent.ie/entertainment/books/book-news/suicidal-homeless-paranoid-and-manic-playwright-arnold-thomas-fanning-on-writing-about-his-lost-decade-36943780.html
https://www.rte.ie/culture/2018/1210/1016335-arnold-thomas-fanning-on-creativity-and-mental-illness/
https://www.hotpress.com/culture/100-voices-arnold-thomas-fanning-dispelling-myths-around-mental-health-nowweretalking-22758806
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