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Books by the Mentally III
 

From My Collection 

A sense of embarrassment often goes unnoticed as the source of a successful 
enterprise. 

When I began, ten years ago, to create a more satisfactory order among 
my books, I soon came across volumes that I could not bring myself to get 
rid of but that I could no longer bear to leave where they were. 

Hermann von Gilm's poems are among the curiosities of German litera
ture, but I know that at the time I was experiencing Holderlin as a revela
tion, I had no wish to include them in the section on German poetry.! Emil 
Szittya's first publication, Ecce-Homo-Ulk [Ecce Homo Trick], is something 
I would not want to be without, any more than many another revealing 
piece of juvenilia by better-known writers. Yet I drove it from one section 
to another, until it finally found a refuge not far from Gilm's poetry. And 
Bliiher's Aristie des Jesus von Nazareth [The Heroic Ballad of Jesus of 
Nazareth] was a work I did not wish to include in my books on the 
philosophy of religion. Nevertheless, its contribution to the pathology of 
anti-Semitic resentment seemed too valuable for me to dispose of it. 2 

In this way a motley collection came together over the years, a "Library 
of Pathology," long before I thought to actively build a collection of writings 
by the mentally ill-indeed, long before I even knew that books by the 
mentally ill existed. 

Then, in 1918, in a small antiquarian bookshop in Berne, I came across 
Schreber's famous Denkwiirdigkeiten eines Nervenkranken [Memoirs of My 
Nervous Illness], published by Oswald Mutze in Leipzig. Had I already 
heard of this book? Or did I read about it a few weeks later in the essay on 
it by Freud in volume 3 of his Kleine Schriften zur Neurosenlehre [Shorter 
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Writings on the Theory of the Neuroses], published in Leipzig in 1913? No 
matter. I was at once spellbound by it. 

The publisher of Schreber's memoirs had built something of a reputation 
for specializing in the quaintest spiritualist writings. It is readily under
standable that such an enterprise might be the most likely to agree to publish 
a theological system in which "only God might approach corpses without 
danger," or whose author "could be in no doubt that God is familiar with 
the concept of railways," or which develops a theory to the effect that God's 
language, the so-called "basic language, is a somewhat old-fashioned, but 
vigorous German." In this language God is called "that which is and will 
be," and the patient's former comrades from his dueling fraternity are 
referred to as "those suspended beneath Cassiopeia." And equally remark
able and succinct are the turns of phrase this paranoid finds at different 
stages of his illness to describe everyday facts that have become inexplicable 
to him. The idea of the end of the world, not uncommon among paranoids, 
obsesses him to such a degree that he can conceive of other people's existence 
only as a frivolous delusion. To enable him to come to terms with it, his 
writings abound in references to "casually improvised men," "miracle 
dolls," people who have been "magicked away," and so forth. The book 
also contains a number of other extraordinary coinages. The patient's com
pulsion to shout, the "shouting miracle," he contemptuously calls a "psychic 
throat-clearing." Similarly, references to the "countermeaning of primal 
words," a theme treated sporadically by Freud, also appear in this remark
able document. "Juice" is called "poison," "poison" is called "food," "re
ward" is called "punishment," and so on. 

The entire work was originally dedicated by the author to his wife, as a 
guide to the religious ideas he developed during his illness. Not without a 
concrete reason. After being hospitalized for ten years, Presiding Judge 
Schreber was declared fit and able to return to his duties and was restored 
to his family, the result of his frequent and highly intelligent reports, which 
he later published as appendixes to his memoirs. The various stages of his 
illness, right down to the remarkably rigorous and successful process of 
containing his delusions, cannot be discussed here of course, any more than 
there is room to give a psychiatric account of his case or the others men
tioned below. 

This much is clear: the universe constructed by the Royal Bavarian Gov
ernment and District Medical Counselor Carl Friedrich Anton Schmidt, 
Doctor of Philosophy, Medicine, Surgery, and Midwifery and member of 
several learned societies, scarcely provides a clinical picture of paranoia or 
any other psychosis. Psychiatry has long since progressed beyond the time 
when every symptom was misused to characterize a particular form of 
insanity; if this were not the case, we might well speak of a "cataloguing 
psychosis." The learned and perhaps highly esteemed author of Leben und 
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Frontispiece from C. F. Schmidt, Leben und Wissenschaft in ihren Elementen und 
Gesetzen. The eye in the center of the image symbolizes God, whose life-giving 
gaze encompasses the four main areas of human endeavor: religion, jurispru
dence, medicine, and art. These four fields appear in the corners of the illustra
tion as (respectively) a virgin at prayer, a female judge, Aesculapius, and a hover
ing Apollo, all represented with the symbols of their activities. The figures 
grouped around the centerpoint suggest, on one side, the stages of individual ex
istence--man, angel, seraph-and, on the other, the higher material world, in the 
form of stars, moon, and sun. Beneath the eye is the sun of being, which shines 
down on the earth (with its symbols of time and transience). We cannot here en
ter into the extremely complex details of these symbols, all of which come to

gether in various triads. 



Haus 

Tabular breakdown of the house. From C. F. Schmidt, Leben und Wissenschaft in ihren Elementen und Gesetzen, illustration 6. 
[The table divides and subdivides the house in a seemingly rational manner, listing not merely furnishings and construction meth
ods, but rooms, roofs, walls, cellars, and arches, ending with a list of support structures. Zurich tung = "Preparation"; Ein
rich tung = "Arrangement." Major categories, from left to right and from top to bottom, are "Shaping," "Apertures," "Primary 
sites of domestic need," "Secondary sites of domestic need," "Primary building materials," "Accessory building materials," and 
"Load-bearing points."-Trans.] 
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Wissenschaft in ihren Elementen und Gesetzen [The Elements and Laws of 
Life and Science], published in Wurzburg in 1842, was perhaps entirely sane 
in the ordinary sense of the term. The text of his book betrays nothing of 
his obsessive idea. At most, readers might be puzzled by the excessive space 
devoted to model psychiatric reports in the section entitled "Anthropology 
and Medicine." The reports he discusses were obviously written by him. 
This man seems to be more like a reincarnation of an early surgeon, or 
rather a contemporary of the doctor in Buchner's Woyzeck. 3 A glance at the 
illustrations instantly makes clear the manic character of his worldview. 

If the realm of delusion had four faculties, like the realm of knowledge, 
the works of Schreber and Schmidt would be a compendium of their theol
ogy and worldly wisdom, respectively. We turn now to jurisprudence. Take, 
for example, Der Ganz-Erden-Universal-Staat [The Whole-Earth Universal 
State]. The prodigal author has written a handbook for use by heads of 
state, particularly "the King of England, London," and has dedicated it to 
various saints, notably "H. P. Blavatsky of the Great and Universal Theo
sophical Society."4 The work was presumably published at his own expense. 
A small rubber-stamped notice reading "Ganz-Erden-Universalstaats-Edi
tion, Brno 2-Brunn 2, P.O. Box 13," and the label stuck on by a commis
sioned publisher, constitute all the bibliographic information we can glean 
about this book. The printer's credit gives the year 1924. 

No closer examination of it is called for. If ever a lunacy was harmless, 
the work of this Slavic author, imbued as it is with the spirit of vagabond 
Russian monks, is a prime example. 

Last: a document testifying to a psychosis of the most serious kind, a 
medical work with which we will conclude for the moment. Carl Gehrmann, 
a doctor practicing in Berlin, wrote Korper, Gehirn, Seele, Gatt [Body, Brain, 
Soul, God], four parts in three volumes, published in Berlin in 1893. The 
following are from volume 4, which contains the medical histories: 

Case 1. The broken reed is raised up again. 

Case 7. Stimulation of the nubes-the ear of corn becomes a reed-reduction 
in size as the starting point for perfecting the form of a blueberry-stimulation 
of the "pneuma" and "mother of God" centers-forget me not-the water 
level of the day of the Lord-the gulf between "religion and yearning" is 
concerned with clandestine love and how it bears on conflict. 

Case 13. Effect of sweaty feet on the sexual and respiratory systems-a cure 
implies the harmonious unfolding of the "stocking" [Striimpfe] centers-the 
well of the sacraments. 

Case 30. The crucifix behind the green, veil-like window curtains-pneuma 
and Mother of God-the abstract window' dominates the will-the scar as 
symbol of piety heals the crucifix tactile. 



Salary categories. From Der Ganz-Erden- Universal-Staat, illustration 7. [Categories 1 and 2 give 
wages for "Citizens in domestic service" and "Hope citizens," respectively. Categories 3-13 give 
wages for workers at various ascending levels of education. Category 14 gives wages for distin
guished artists, composers, painters, poets, and inventors. Category 15 = "Kings (special case)." 
Categories 16-19 list salaries for various levels of "Gentlemen." Category 20 = "Currently active 
saints." Trans.] 
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Diagram of a region of the brain. From Carl Gehrmann, Korper, Gehirn, Seele, 
Gatt, illustration 8. [Gehrmann claims to identify not only areas of the brain as
sociated with physical attributes ("Middle finger," "Index finger") but also areas 
associated with spiritual states and functions (" Fear of moral sin," "Implements 
of the soul," "Feeling of the soul," "Infinity," "Abyss").-Trans.] 
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Case 32. The millwheel in the hot-air balloon of the church (the red currant). 

Case 40. Lying in the forest stream of the blessing is homologous with sleeping 
in the bed of the church-the blue rocky pinnacle bathed in light. 

Gehrmann's theological medical science, which is illustrated by 258 cases 
of this sort, is concerned principally with menstruation and is based on the 
assumption that all the organs, nerves, blood vessels, and parts of the body 
correspond to specific parts of the brain. To these he has given the fantastic 
names that are referred to in the titles to his "cases." Reproduced here is 
an example of the countless diagrams the sick man has included in his book. 

The mere existence of such works has something disconcerting about it. 
50 long as we habitually regard writing as-despite everything-part of a 
higher, safer realm, the appearance of insanity, especially when it enters less 
noisily than elsewhere, is all the more terrifying. How could this happen? 
How did it manage to slip past the passport control of the city of books, 
this Thebes with a hundred doors? The publishing history of such works 
must often be as bizarre as their contents. Nowadays, one would like to 
think, the situation is different. Interest in the manifestations of madness is 
as universal as ever, but it has become more fruitful and legitimate. The 
writings of the insane, so we might suppose, would have no trouble obtain
ing a valid passport today. Yet I know of a manuscript that is finding it as 
difficult as ever to obtain the approval of a respected publishing house, even 
though it is at least the equal of 5chreber's in both human and literary terms, 
and far superior in intelligibility. If this brief essay should arouse interest in 
it, and if these all too brief excerpts could stimulate the reader to turn his 
attention to the posters and leaflets of the insane, then these lines would 
have fulfilled a twofold purpose. 

Published in Die /iterarische Welt, July 1928. Gesammelte Schnften, rv, 615-619. Trans
lated by Rodney Livingstone. 

Notes 

1.	 Hermann von Gilm (1812-1864) was the author of many poems, including the 
cycle Sonette aus Wiilschtirol (Sonnets from the Italian Tirol). 

2.	 Hans Bluher (1888-1955) was a German theorist of the Youth Movement and 
the author of Die deutsche Wandervogelbewegung als erotisches Phiinomen (The 
German Youth Movement as Erotic Phenomenon; 1912). The Aristie was pub
lished in 1922. 

3. The	 doctor in Georg Buchner's play hopes to cure Woyzeck of his mental delu
sions by prescribing a diet consisting solely of peas. 

4.	 Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891) founded the Theosophical Society. Her 
most important work is The Secret Doctrine (1888). 
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