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Over the past three decades, suicide studies have gradually emerged
as a vivacious and independent field of historical research.1 The sub-
ject naturally inclines to an interdisciplinary approach, inherently
combining classic sociological categories with methods from reli-
gious and legal studies and cultural anthropology. As thematic his-
tory, suicide research is also conducive to comparative analyses, tran-
scending both ethnic stereotypes and geographical borders, while
serial analyses reveal chronological patterns that test traditional peri-
odization. Apart from micro-historic psychological profiles of indi-
viduals emerging from an extremely desperate and personal act,
public perceptions of self-destruction proffer important clues regard-
ing prevailing morality, social norms, cultural values, and the ma-
terial quality of life in any given age. Upon closer examination, sui-
cide research also divulges a demonstrably political dimension.
Those familiar with the events of 9/11, current conflicts in the Middle
East, or naval warfare in the Pacific during the Second World War
(kamikazes influenced Harry S. Truman’s decision to cancel a plann-
ed invasion of Japan and employ the atomic bomb) will be aware of
its potential impact on conflict resolution, though perhaps the self-
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1 This review of the field is intended to provide neither a comprehensive
overview, limited as it is largely to early modern Germany, nor a complete
bibliography of secondary works on the early modern period. For the latter,
there is a dedicated website at: 
ttp://www.nuim.ie/academic/history/suicidebibliography/
This site, originally set up by Jeffrey Merrick and managed until 2004 by
Jeffrey Watt, is a highly useful tool though, admittedly, badly in need of an
update by its current editor.
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immolation of Buddhist monks in protest against the Vietnam War
exemplifies other, more subtle variants of political self-sacrifice. 

Simple and universal definitions of self-destructive acts as either
suicide, martyrdom, or valueless expressions of enlightened free-
thinking break down within particular historical contexts, begging a
sensitivity to historical contingency and justifying in-depth research
on a case-by-case basis. Indeed, the morally laden expression ‘sui-
cide’ first appeared in the eighteenth century. What is more, upon
closer analysis, the ostensibly conventional fluctuations in suicide
rates usually attributed to universal social factors across the globe are
starting to offer up their past, as it rapidly becomes apparent that we
ignore historical legacies at our peril. Therein lies another potential
merit of historical suicide studies: historians of suicide actually pos-
sess constructive empirical data, both qualitative and quantitative, to
assist sociologists, psychiatrists, and providers of pastoral care in
understanding current manifestations of the phenomenon. For exam-
ple, recent psychiatric studies of China have reached the perplexing
conclusion that this society—now in the grip of rapid industrializa-
tion and urbanization—exhibits an unusually high reported rate of
suicide among rural women.2 These findings undermine two long-
standing sociological ‘laws’, namely, that men kill themselves more
often than women (while women evidence higher rates of parasui-
cide, that is, attempted suicide) and that rates are higher in urban
areas. In fact, however, anyone familiar with the history of suicide in
China realizes that such counter-intuitive statistics make better sense
when highlighted against the backdrop of traditions since the Han
dynasty, with honourable female suicides extolled in literature and
exonerated in law for centuries.
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2 See Michael Phillips et.al., ‘Suicide Rates in China’, The Lancet, 359 (9 March
2002), pp. 835–40; Arthur Kleinman et. al., ‘Suicide in Contemporary China’,
Harvard Review of Psychiatry (Jan./Feb. 2001), pp. 1–12. Kleinman has also
edited a collection on suicide in China which includes a fine historical con-
tribution by Andrew C. K. Hsieh and Jonathan D. Spence, ‘Suicide and the
Family in Pre-Modern Chinese Society’, in Arthur Kleinman and Tsung-yi
Lin (eds.), Normal and Abnormal Behaviour in Chinese Culture (Dordrecht,
1981), pp. 29–47. See also Arthur Kleinman and Byron Good (eds.), Culture
and Depression: Studies in the Anthropology and Cross-Cultural Psychiatry of
Affect and Disorder (Berkeley, Calif., 1985).



In Europe, legal historians had long considered pre-modern pro-
hibitions against and punishments for suicide as a judicial curio.
Social historians gained greater awareness of the topic after a short
article by renowned French historian Jean-Claude Schmitt appeared
in the Annales in 1976.3 His brief class analysis of suicide in the
Middle Ages ultimately served as the cornerstone for a grand study
by his compatriot, Georges Minois, whose History of Suicide:
Voluntary Death in Western Culture trumpets the current primacy of
early modern cultural historians in the field of suicide studies.4 In the
tradition of French histoire totale (for example, Philippe Ariès’s stud-
ies of death and childhood),5 Minois’s comprehensive study recon-
firms a penchant among some to define ‘Western culture’ in terms of
France and England and it also awards precedence to class analysis,
perhaps explaining the red dust jacket? However, there is also a
strong English tradition of empiricism in suicide studies. One of the
first real milestones in the historical study of suicide appeared in 1990
as a comprehensive analysis of early modern England by Michael
MacDonald and Terence Murphy.6 Ten years in the making, their
Sleepless Souls represents a massive serial analysis of the records of
Star Chamber, coroners’ reports, and periodical literature. Two other
seminal studies (by Olive Anderson and Victor Bailey) document the
Victorian era,7 but surely the most significant recent contribution is
Alexander Murray’s monumental Suicide in the Middle Ages.8 Intend-
ed as a three-volume work, two impressive tomes are already in cir-
culation. Murray takes a more pan-European approach inclusive of
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3 Jean-Claude Schmitt, ‘Le suicide au Moyen Age’, Annales, 31 (1976), pp.
3–28. 
4 Georges Minois, History of Suicide: Voluntary Death in Western Culture
(Baltimore, 1999); originally published in French as Histoire du suicide: la
société occidentale face à la mort volontaire (Paris, 1995).
5 Philippe Ariès, Western Attitudes Toward Death: From the Middle Ages to the
Present (Baltimore, 1974); id., L’enfant et la vie familiale sous l’Ancien régime
(Paris, 1960; Engl. edn. London, 1962; several reprints).
6 Michael MacDonald and Terence Murphy, Sleepless Souls: Suicide in Early
Modern England (Oxford, 1990).
7 Olive Anderson, Suicide in Victorian and Edwardian England (Oxford, 1987);
Victor Bailey, The Rash Act: Suicide Across the Life Cycle in the Victorian City
(Stanford, Calif., 1998). 
8 Alexander Murray, Suicide in the Middle Ages, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1998–2000).



England, France, Germany, and Italy, and has set a new standard
against which all future monographs must be measured.

Over the past twenty years, curiously and largely unnoticed, the
largest single body of scholarship in suicide studies has focused geo-
graphically on the German-speaking lands and chronologically on
early modern central Europe. Of course, there were significant if spo-
radic signs of prior interest. Primary among them were the Hercu-
lean labours of the Augsburg church historian and target of Nazi per-
secution, Hans Rost. At the end of his life Rost willed a suicide col-
lection of over 1,000 works (one of the largest in the world) to the
Staats- und Stadtbibliothek in Augsburg. By 1927 he had already
compiled a comprehensive bibliography of some 3,700 historical and
sociological sources.9 A large part of his suicide catalogue became
available to the wider community in 2005, when 1,098 works from
the years 1578 to 1945 appeared on 1,625 microfiches released by the
Harald Fischer Verlag.10

Another landmark in German historical suicide studies came in
1953, when Jürgen Dieselhorst published an unusually rich micro-
historical reconstruction of punishments for suicide in imperial
Nuremberg.11 Motivated by an interest in legal and criminal history,
he unearthed a wealth of serial judicial records, appending a detailed
database of nearly 150 cases—all admirably constructed years before
the advent of the P.[ersonal] C.[omputer] era. In a subsequent re-
assessment, H. C. Erik Midelfort located only one case that escaped
Dieselhorst’s detection, a tribute to the meticulous foundations of his
original research.12 Even today, Dieselhorst’s initial findings on
juridical procedure, public perceptions, and popular rituals remain
an essential guideline and a starting point for scholars of suicide
working on early modern Germany.
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9 Hans Rost, Bibliographie des Selbstmords: Mit textlichen Einführungen zu jedem
Kapitel (Augsburg, 1927; repr. Regensburg, 1992).
10 Suizid-Bibliothek: 1.098 Werke aus den Jahren 1578 bis 1945 mit 98.369 Seiten
auf 1.625 Mikrofiches (Erlangen, 2005).
11 Jürgen Dieselhorst, ‘Die Bestrafung der Selbstmörder im Territorium der
Reichsstadt Nürnberg’, Mitteilung des Vereins für Geschichte der Stadt Nürn-
berg, 44 (1953), pp. 58–230.
12 As part of an unpublished paper, some of the results appear in published
form below, n. 16.



Given the decentralized nature of the Holy Roman Empire, it is
hardly surprising that all subsequent studies have been regional or
local in nature. The trick has remained to couch them in orthodox his-
toriographical debate to ensure their relevance to a wider audience.
Here historical suicide studies have delivered impressive results and
proven themselves worthy of note by the wider community of schol-
ars. Certainly I have tracked these developments with interest over
the last decade while collating research for a comparative study of
suicide in the Empire from 1495 to 1806. And, after visiting dozens of
archives in Germany as well as Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic,
eastern France, Holland, Hungary, northern Italy, and Poland, one
can surmise sufficient cause for a proliferation of interest in central
Europe. 

Suicide, though seldom categorized as a crime de jure in the Em-
pire after the promulgation of the Carolina in 1532, was in fact treat-
ed harshly, with official and unofficial sanctions invoked by church-
es, the state, and in popular culture. This meant, of course, that the
states and churches of the Empire produced scattered but extensive
documentation arising from legal—and at times illegal—actions
taken against the bodies of suicides, their survivors, and their estates.
During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, German
archivists catalogued the folkloric with romantic vigour, later influ-
enced by Burckhardtian cultural trends amid acclaim for Durkheim’s
Le Suicide.13 As many archives introduced indexing by topic, they ear-
marked suicide documentation for preservation as a matter of special
cultural importance. Other documents were removed outright from
their original provenance to separate files created especially for
records on suicide. My personal experience of archival visits suggests
that this has led more than one archivist to express considerable con-
cern over their predecessor’s morbidity. Nevertheless, through their
cataloguing efforts, remarkable finds still await rediscovery by a local
or regional historian. Archival richness coupled with strong regional
literary and judicial traditions help to explain the preponderance of
early modern central Europe in the present historiography. Were it
not for the possibilities, one might even despair of ever comprehen-
sively exploring all the available case histories. 
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13 Émile Durkheim, Le Suicide: Étude de sociologie (Paris, 1897).



This has also been the case with another peculiarity of early mod-
ern German history: the predominance of witch-hunting in the
Empire. Of the 50,000 or more people legally executed as witches in
early modern Europe, over half suffered their fate in Central Europe.
Surprisingly, patterns of witch-hunting and associated popular
beliefs in the role of Satan in human affairs display some striking
similarities to historical patterns and beliefs surrounding self-killing.
Theoretically, the rise of cultural anthropology as an ancillary to his-
torical research, especially in the early modern period, was a neces-
sary precondition to the expansion of both areas of study. As anthro-
pological interests and the new cultural history (however one choos-
es to define it) spread at German universities, these eventually
turned to historical suicide studies. In this area, recent research has
focused on ritual dishonour, burial desecration, weather-related
superstitions, and popular revolts. Literary critical and discourse
models are also being applied with greater frequency. As a direct
result of novel theoretical impetus, a number of conference sessions
and dedicated conferences have recently been held, edited collections
have appeared, and several important monographs have originated
as doctoral theses. 

Like their Anglo-American and French counterparts, German
social and cultural historians of suicide initially concentrated their
efforts on their own perennial area of interest in early modern histo-
riography: religion. The earliest monograph, Markus Schär’s Seelen-
nöte der Untertanen, actually predates the more famous work of
MacDonald and Murphy on England by five years.14 Through a seri-
al analysis of the archival records of suicides in Zurich from 1500 to
1800, Schär concluded that the austere Zwinglian atmosphere of the
town lay at the roots of a pervasive melancholy and mounting suici-
dal tendencies. His argument echoes the sentiments of nineteenth-
century German sociologists who, like Durkheim, were convinced on
theological grounds that Protestants kill themselves more often than
Catholics (once the so-called ‘first law’ of sociology). Of course, this
theory sat very well with champions of the Weberian ethic, who
viewed high suicide rates as a perverse yet sure badge of self-disci-
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14 Markus Schär, Seelennöte der Untertanen: Selbstmord, Melancholie und
Religion im alten Zürich, 1500–1800 (Zurich, 1985).



pline, moral repression, sexual sublimation, and urban modernity
among Protestants in the nineteenth century. 

Here, however, subsequent historical suicide studies reveal a dan-
ger inherent in nineteenth-century presumptions projected on to the
conundrum of religious beliefs and practices in the Reformation era.
Schär’s argument of a confessionally driven psychological divide
evident in early modern suicide remains highly controversial. In 2001
Jeffrey Watt produced an equally controversial refutation of austere
religious practice as a root cause of suicide based upon his heavily
statistical analysis of even thicker documentation from nearby
Geneva from roughly the same period (1536 to 1798).15 In Choosing
Death, Watt claims the contrary. He identifies secularization and the
attack on Reformed religious taboos by philosophes (not least among
them the émigré Rousseau) during the latter half of the eighteenth
century as preconditions for an unprecedented torrent of modern
suicides. 

As both Watt and Schär present evidence of rising rates of suicide
since the sixteenth century, the glaring variance is not statistical, but
rather to be sought in a qualitative interpretation of religious prac-
tices and secularization. Here one should bear in mind that Zwingli
was not Calvin. The broader picture of nuanced confessional influ-
ence is further complicated by the insertion of evangelical Lutherans
and Catholics. Work by H. C. Erik Midelfort and myself16 certainly
identifies a stronger perception of suicidal despair among and
toward evangelical Lutherans than any other confession. Lutheran
authors surely dominated in the sixteenth-century literature on sui-
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15 Jeffrey R. Watt, Choosing Death: Suicide and Calvinism in Early Modern
Geneva (Kirksville, MD, 2001).
16 Among others: H. C. Erik Midelfort, ‘Selbstmord im Urteil von Refor-
mation und Gegenreformation’, in Wolfgang Reinhard and Heinz Schilling
(eds.), Die Katholische Konfessionalisierung (Gütersloh, 1995), pp. 296–310; H.
C. Erik Midelfort, ‘Religious Melancholy and Suicide: On the Reformation
Origins of a Sociological Stereotype’, Graven Images, 3 (1996), pp. 41–6; David
Lederer, ‘Verzweiflung im Alten Reich: Selbstmord während der “Kleinen
Eiszeit’’ ’, in Wolfgang Behringer, Hartmut Lehmann, and Christian Pfister
(eds.), Kulturelle Konsequenzen der ‘Kleinen Eiszeit’ (Göttingen, 2005), pp.
255–80; David Lederer, Madness, Religion and the State in Early Modern Europe:
A Bavarian Beacon (Cambridge, 2006), pp. 242–58.



cide and consolation. Contemporaries sometimes blamed this pen-
chant for ruminations of suicide on a lack of institutional channels for
the relief of guilt through rituals like penance. This may be regarded
as qualitative evidence for Protestant individualization, that is,
Evangelicals found themselves alone before God. However, there is
just as much evidence to indicate that Luther encouraged his follow-
ers not to despair of their sins, but to seek salvation through faith,
grace, and scripture, offering them a message of hope. In this regard
the Reformed Churches are far closer to Catholics, who dedicated lit-
tle press to the subject. Ultimately, however, and despite the Lu-
theran literary flourish, rough statistical data for the period as yet
offers no conclusive proof that suicide was more prevalent among
any particular religious confession in early modern Europe, Catholic
or Protestant, nineteenth-century retrospection notwithstanding.
Even if there were, one must doubt whether the clear dogmatic lines
dividing nineteenth-century Christian sects can easily be projected
on to the often confused state of individual religious identity in the
sixteenth century.

For while contemporaries superficially explained—and con-
demned—self-disembodiment (Selbstentleibung) in religious terms,
the sources document many other underlying material, political, psy-
chological, and social factors influencing perceptions. The results of
the third conference of the Internationale Arbeitsrunde zur Geschichte
der Seelenheilkunde (a mixed group of historians and psychiatrists),
held in 1992 in Wiblingen, evidenced strong literary-critical and psy-
chiatric explanations.17 Another example of an interdisciplinary
approach to the subject is the volume of essays edited by Gabriela
Signori in 1994.18 Largely concentrating on late medieval and early
modern central Europe, this was the first collection to introduce the
subject as a coherent field in German historiography and, as such,
heavily influenced a coming generation of scholars in the field. Here
stress factors of everyday life (Signori), subsistence crises (Lederer),
and local conflicts (Michael Frank) were also identified as defining
forces in perceptions of self-killing.
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17 Gunther Wahl and Wolfram Schmitt (eds.), Suizid (Reichenbach, 1998);
note the excellent article by Werner Blesch (pp. 63–85).
18 Gabriela Signori (ed.), Trauer, Verzweiflung und Anfechtung (Tübingen,
1994).



The onset of the new millennium witnessed significant growth in
the field, as the number of conferences, conference sessions, and pub-
lications devoted to the history of early modern suicide increased
rapidly. Among them, two conference sessions occurred at interna-
tional venues: the 19th International Congress of Historical Sciences
in Oslo 2000 (including a memorable performance by Alexander
Murphy) and the 2001 annual conference of the American Historical
Association in Boston (hosted by the Conference Group for Central
European History, chaired by Michael MacDonald and commented
by H. C. Erik Midelfort). However, two dedicated conferences con-
vened specifically to discuss historical suicide research have had
even more lasting implications, as both resulted in edited volumes.

In 2001 the German Historical Institute in Washington hosted a
conference on suicide in early modern Europe, and the proceedings
were subsequently edited by Jeffrey Watt.19 Set out chronologically,
the conference volume’s broad themes trace the origins of ‘modern’
suicide in an early modern society undergoing secularization, med-
icalization, and other modernizing trends. Ten chapters treat the sub-
ject across the Continent, from Holland to Switzerland and Spain to
Hungary, while the addition of a non-conference chapter by Arne
Jansson on suicidal murder (killing another in order to receive the
death penalty) in Stockholm facilitated the inclusion of Scandinavia
as well. The volume contains pieces on early modern Germany by
Craig Koslofsky (Saxony) and Vera Lind (Northern Germany), ma-
terial from Watt on Geneva, and a comparative analysis of Hungary’s
association with the Habsburgs (Lederer). Nine of the chapter-length
studies are bounded geographically, either by region or, most often,
the confines of an early modern metropolis.

Suicide in global perspective was the subject of another confer-
ence held in 2002 and hosted by the Erfurt branch of the Max Planck
Institute for History. Published as Sterben von eigener Hand, it repre-
sents the first comprehensive cultural examination of suicide in Eur-
ope, America, and Asia through the ages.20 More than any other pub-
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19 Jeffrey R. Watt (ed.), From Sin to Insanity: Suicide in Early Modern Europe
(Ithaca, NY, 2004).
20 Andreas Bähr and Hans Medick (eds.), Sterben von eigener Hand:
Selbsttötung als kulturelle Praxis (Cologne, 2005).



lication, this volume demonstrates how a thematic approach can cre-
ate common ground and enable historians constructively to bridge
geographical and chronological boundaries separating them from
colleagues in other historical fields and non-historical disciplines.
While early modern Germany is represented solely in a piece by
Andreas Bähr analysing the complexities of self-killing in Lessing’s
Emilia Galotti, two essays cover suicide in modern Germany under
National Socialism (Christian Goeschel) and the SED (Udo Grashoff). 

At roughly the same time, two meaty monographs marked the
completion of important dissertations on suicide in early modern
Germany: Selbstmord in der Frühen Neuzeit by Vera Lind and Der
Richter im Ich by Andreas Bähr, both appearing in the series ‘Veröf-
fentlichungen des Max-Planck-Instituts für Geschichte’.21 Lind’s
work consists of two parts, the first narrating the historical discourse
on suicide in the West from classical antiquity to the eighteenth cen-
tury, the second applying a social anthropological model to extract
cultural meanings from a detailed analysis of her 303 North German
case studies, overwhelmingly drawn from the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. Whether or not the overall theoretical argument
of a nexus between discourse and Lebenswelt is entirely satisfying, her
narrative summary and explication of the history of ideas about sui-
cide from Augustine to Luther and the Carolina is succinct and most
valuable. The suggestion that lenient popular attitudes toward self-
murder were the primary impetus behind a reform of practice from
below remains controversial. 

The study by Bähr, on the other hand, deliberately disregards
sociological tools in favour of a far softer, literary-critical approach to
‘self-killing’ (as opposed to ‘suicide’, a differentiation which the
author adamantly maintains throughout the work). This is a sophis-
ticated approach, requiring him to search for nuanced shades of
value extracted from contemporary literature and—most impressive-
ly—in the self-witnessing of his dramatis personae themselves, exam-
ined in the form of letters, diaries, and suicide notes posthumously
explaining their actions. By juxtaposing formal published literature
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21 Vera Lind, Selbstmord in der Frühen Neuzeit: Diskurs, Lebenswelt und kul-
tureller Wandel am Beispiel der Herzogtümer Schleswig und Holstein (Göttingen,
1999); Andreas Bähr, Der Richter im Ich: Die Semantik der Selbsttötung in der
Aufklärung (Göttingen, 2002).



with informal unpublished writings, Bähr displays both sensitivity to
qualitative social norms and empathy towards people who express
their inability to perform according to social expectations, thereby
choosing a voluntary exit to preserve their honour. This work also
considers the gradual replacement of religious definitions of the self
by modern secular ideals as the public begins to view self-killing as
pathological. In a sense, one detects a critical problem similar to that
faced by Natalie Zemon Davis in her Fiction in the Archives.22

Ultimately, Bähr’s self-killers re-affirm rather than rebuke social val-
ues through their deeds, while simultaneously seeking to exonerate
themselves from moral guilt. With detailed sections on Goethe,
Lessing, and Kant, this is a stunning exposition of bourgeois sensi-
bilities and sentimentality in the German Enlightenment.

The year 2003 saw the publication of yet another dissertation on
suicide, Julia Schreiner’s Jenseits vom Glück, which appeared as part of
the Oldenbourg series ‘Ancien Régime, Auflärung und Revolution’.23

Chronologically, it takes us past the aforementioned works by Lind
and Bähr and thematically it can be considered alongside Doris
Kaufmann’s study of the origins of bourgeois psychiatry in late eigh-
teenth-century Prussia.24 Schreiner begins with a useful historio-
graphical overview of the state of the problems of suicide, insanity,
and medicalization in the early modern period. In three sections she
investigates these problems in terms of medical theory and practice,
pathology versus tenacious moral condemnations, and perceptions of
the self in the late eighteenth century.

Section one explicitly alludes to Foucault’s technical definition of
the clinical ‘gaze’ with reference to both the human body and the
psyche as human objects of study. Interestingly, Schreiner reveals
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22 Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and their Tellers in
Sixteenth-Cemtury France (Cambridge, 1987).
23 Julia Schreiner, Jenseits vom Glück: Suizid, Melancholie und Hypochondrie in
deutschsprachigen Texten des späten 18. Jahrhunderts (Munich, 2003). Ursula
Baumann’s Vom Recht auf den eigenen Tod: Die Geschichte des Suizids vom 18. bis
zum 20. Jahrhundert (Weimar, 2001) deals with the 18th century only briefly
and quickly moves beyond both the early modern period and the confines of
German history.
24 Doris Kaufmann, Aufklärung, bürgerliche Selbsterfahrung und die ‘Erfindung’
der Psychiatrie in Deutschland, 1770–1850 (Götttingen, 1995).



that medical training performed on the corpses of suicides was actu-
ally intended by the Prussian state as a form of punishment and that,
even by the beginning of the nineteenth century, religious ethics,
moral revulsion and deterrence were all explicitly cited to justify the
practice. Without overdrawing on Foucault’s theories, she empirical-
ly demonstrates the extent to which the era fixed on the visible body
in order to gain access to the hidden realm of the soul. This was
apparent in the study of diet and its influence on ‘abnormal’ psychic
states, such as hypochondria. In fact, her underlying argument sug-
gests that much atavism and even retrograde motion can be detected
under the thin veneer of medical progress at the time. Section two
picks up this theme once again, noting aspects of medical discourse
on secular pathology which represented little more than thinly veiled
religious morality. In many quarters, the debate over the criminal-
ization of suicide continued. Finally, Schreiner successfully locates
these medical and legal controversies within the larger picture of
bourgeois morality and the literary marketplace for profit, which
played a significant role in identity formation. As evidence she draws
on the literature on love, emotion, onanism, and the so-called Werther
fever, a perceived epidemic of suicide resulting from Goethe’s melo-
dramatic novel. Here, however, one might also refer to Bähr’s analy-
sis of Werther and the death of Carl Wilhelm Jerusalem.

Also in 2003, a fine piece of work originating in an MA thesis was
published in a collection of essays on magical culture and official
control edited by Johannes Dillinger.25 The collection itself consists of
three extended essays based on original archival research on the
Duchy of Württemberg, plus a systematic introduction to the Duchy
and its bureaucracy in the early modern period by Dillinger.
Certainly it is tangential but fitting to mention the other two essays
here, if only to reinforce the connection between popular perceptions
of suicide and the supernatural as part of one and the same belief sys-
tem. Angelika Bachmann’s contribution on superstition and magic in
village society describes confrontations with the authorities in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, while Dillinger’s own piece on
treasure-hunting is a fascinating depiction of the continued willing-
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25 Johannes Dillinger (ed.), Zauberer—Selbstmörder—Schatzsucher: Magische
Kultur und behördliche Kontrolle im frühneuzeitlichen Württemberg (Trier, 2003).



ness of elites and rulers to employ supernatural means for reasons of
state, hedging their bets as part of the search for hidden wealth in the
field of treasure-hunting.26

A third essay by Karin Schmidt-Kohberg considers suicide in the
Duchy and is based on the famous collection A209 from the Central
State Archives in Stuttgart. This eclectic collection of criminalia has
been successfully mined for a number of previous social and cultur-
al histories, including Ulinka Rublack’s The Crimes of Women in Early
Modern Germany,27 and as with all the other regional histories of sui-
cide, it fills in another piece of the puzzle with local details and pecu-
liarities. The essay begins with the obligatory tour d’horizon followed
by an interesting consideration of motives: death of spouse, depres-
sion, post-partum depression, alcoholism, insanity, fear of punish-
ment, ageing, illness, death, and so on. After moving on to public and
official reactions to several case studies, Schmidt-Kohberg also exam-
ines an aspect that is often missed: parasuicide, for example, attempt-
ed suicide and attempted treatments, especially through spiritual
physic. This is followed by an examination of the sociological profile
of self-killers (status, gender, age, and so on) and followed by con-
clusions. This is a stiff but well-structured piece of regional history
fitting a standard pattern and is therefore a welcome contribution to
comparative analyses and grand syntheses. Particularly useful is the
inclusion of several woodcuts apparently discovered as the result of
a systematic search of the Germanisches Nationalmuseum catalogue.

At the moment, another significant piece of on-going research is
being conducted by Alexander Kästner, who is preparing a promis-
ing dissertation on early modern Saxony and who maintains another
useful bibliographical website.28 However, as with witchcraft stud-
ies, there is certainly room for a number of regional studies which
will gradually fill in our map of Central Europe, piece by piece. In
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26 Parts of the essay have appeared in English translation as Johannes
Dillinger and Petra Feld, ‘Treasure-Hunting: A Magical Motif in Law, Folk-
lore, and Mentality, Württemberg, 1606–1700’, German History, 20 (2002), pp.
161–84.
27 Ulinka Rublack, The Crimes of Women in Early Modern Germany (Oxford,
1999).
28 Kästner maintains his bibliography at:
http://rcswww.urz.tu-dresden.de/~frnz/Suizid_FNZ/Start.htm



addition, in the area of eighteenth-century university disputations
dealing with aspects of self-killing the surface has yet to be scratched.
Finally, a grand synthesis of the Empire along the lines of those
already available for England and France is still needed to fit all the
regionally diffuse pieces into the larger puzzle. In conclusion, there-
fore, it is safe to say that we can look forward to much scholarship
and debate to come. As studies continue to contextualize themselves
within broader historiographical debates, they will be greeted by an
ever widening circle of interested parties.
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