
[image: cover]


[image: image]


COPYRIGHT

William Collins

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

WilliamCollinsBooks.com



HarperCollinsPublishers

1st Floor, Watermarque Building, Ringsend Road

Dublin 4, Ireland



This eBook first published in Great Britain by William Collins in 2021



Copyright © Charlie English 2021



Cover design by Alex Merto



Charlie English asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work



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



All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins



Source ISBN: 9780008299620

Ebook Edition © August 2021 ISBN: 9780008299644

Version: 2022-07-22


For Doris Noell-Rumpeltes

1949–2021

[image: image]

Insanity, art and Hitler’s first mass-murder programme


Contents

COVER

TITLE PAGE

COPYRIGHT

PRAISE

PRINCIPAL ARTISTS

MAPS

PREFACE

PART ONE: BILDNEREI

1. The Man Who Jumped in the Canal

2. The Hypnosis in the Wood

3. A Meeting at Emmendingen

4. Dangerous to Look At!

5. The Schizophrenic Masters

6. Adventures in No-Man’s-Land

PART TWO: ENTARTUNG

7. Pleasant Little Pictures

8. Dinner with the Bruckmanns

9. Glimpses of a Transcendental World

10. Art and Race

11. A Cultural Revolution

PART THREE: BILDERSTURM

12. The Sculptor of Germany

13. Cleansing the Temple of Art

14. To Be German Means to Be Clear

15. The Sacred and the Insane

16. The Girl with the Blue Hair

PART FOUR: EUTHANASIE

17. Foxes with White Coats

18. Choking Angel

19. You Will Ride on the Grey Bus

20. In the Madhouse

21. Landscapes of the Brain

EPILOGUE

PICTURE SECTION

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

NOTES

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

INDEX

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ABOUT THE TYPE

ALSO BY CHARLIE ENGLISH

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER


‘A superbly told story of worlds colliding … There’s so much that’s wonderful about this book; it’s hard to know where to start heaping praise. It is by turns intriguing, tragic, horrifying and occasionally funny … [He] writes in a carefully controlled and phlegmatic fashion allowing outrage to emerge from the events themselves’

The Times

‘English has written a terrific book, taut and thematic … As beautiful as it is bleak’

Guardian

‘Compelling … The twin strands of Hitler’s thinking on art and racial purity draw remorselessly together … Memorable’

Literary Review

‘Engrossing … charts the catastrophic clash between Hitler’s aesthetic views and the efforts of his contemporaries to expand the notion of what art might be … a fluent storyteller [English] patiently exhumes the lives of artists … and affords them a respectful appreciation … the work of these artists, much of which miraculously survived the war, lives on as testament to the variety of human experience, and of ways to communicate what it feels like to be alive’

Economist

‘A fascinating new book’

Daily Mail

‘A penetrating chronicle … deftly links art history, psychiatry, and Hitler’s ideology to devastating effect’

Wall Street Journal

‘[The] actions of the Nazis are obviously widely documented, but it’s a tribute to Charlie English that he succeeds in making it feel as if it’s new material. More importantly, he has produced an extraordinary, deeply researched work which is a testament to the Prinzhorn artists’

	The Tablet

‘A riveting tale, brilliantly told’

PHILIPPE SANDS, author of East West Street

‘Perhaps only in 1920s Weimar Germany where expressionism and dadaism were exploring the dark sides of sex and fantasy could the art of the mentally ill first get its due. And perhaps only in Germany could the story Charlie English tells so well have ended in such horror. English takes us through uncharted artistic waters in a narrative of great humanity: a gripping journey into art, madness and modern history’

	JONATHAN JONES, author of Sensations

‘Dazzling. The Gallery of Miracles and Madness explores a little-known chapter of World War II – the story of psychiatric art and the rise of the Third Reich. This poignant narrative centres on the complicated psychiatrist Hans Prinzhorn and the eccentric patient artists whose work helped usher in a new epoch of the modernist avant-garde only to become fodder for Hitler’s hateful ideology of “degeneration”. Richly wrought, and deeply researched, it’s also a salient reminder to beware of pseudoscience’

SUSANNAH CAHALAN, author of Brain on Fire


PRINCIPAL ARTISTS

Franz Karl Bühler

Else Blankenhorn

Karl Genzel

August Natterer

Hyazinth von Wieser

Paul Goesch

Carl Lange

Katharina Detzel

Joseph Schneller

Gustav Sievers

Agnes Richter

August Klett

Frau von Zinowiew

Josef Forster

Wilhelm Werner


[image: image]

[image: image]


PREFACE

A Letter from Berlin

On October 9, 1939, when the Second World War was barely a month old, the German Ministry of the Interior issued a directive to mental health institutions throughout the Reich, signed on behalf of Berlin’s top medical official, Dr. Leonardo Conti. As part of new wartime economic measures, Conti required asylum doctors to register every patient in their care who suffered from certain psychiatric illnesses, including schizophrenia, epilepsy, senile dementia, syphilis, “feeblemindedness,” encephalitis, and Huntington’s disease. They were also to register anyone without these conditions who had spent five years or more in an institution, or who was classed as criminally insane, or who did not possess either German nationality or “German or related blood.” In unclear cases, medical staff were to err on the side of registration, since it would be better for Berlin to have too many rather than too few patients on its lists.

Conti’s letter was followed by registration forms: one copy was to be filled out for each patient. Besides logging their racial category (picking from a menu that included “Jew,” “Jewish half-breed, first or second degree,” “Negro,” “Negro mongrel,” “Gypsy,” and “Gypsy mongrel”), doctors were to provide details of each individual’s ability to work, the nature of his or her illness, and whether they received visitors and how often. The forms had to be completed by typewriter where possible and returned to Berlin within a tight deadline.

As the directive landed in psychiatric institutions across the country, medical staff tried to guess at what it meant. Was the government going to relocate these patients? If so, to where? Were they looking for labourers to dig trenches at the front, or trying to free up beds for wounded soldiers? The registration form itself was scoured for clues. As the bureaucrats hadn’t left much room for a detailed medical opinion, at least one doctor concluded that it couldn’t signify anything too drastic. Others found the question about visitors highly suspicious. Why would Berlin need to know that?

The secret purpose of the Conti letter would unfold over the following weeks. Once the paperwork was returned, it was copied and sent out to a panel of psychiatrists, all ardent National Socialists, who were instructed to mark each case in pencil with a red “+” or a blue “−”. The few patients who received a blue minus sign were left alone. The red “+” was a death sentence. These people would be collected from their clinics and asylums in groups, loaded onto buses, and taken to specially converted nursing homes, where they were undressed, weighed, and pushed into airtight chambers, which were then flooded with lethal carbon monoxide. When they were all dead, their corpses were burned and their ashes dumped on the fields. Aktion T4, as this programme was known, represented the first time a government had organized the industrialized extermination of a section of its population. For the Nazis, it would serve as the prototype for the greater mass murder to come.

Among the hundreds of thousands of mentally ill and disabled people killed in the so-called euthanasia actions were two dozen whose artwork had been collected by the psychiatrist Hans Prinzhorn in the aftermath of the First World War. The way in which these artist-patients found themselves on a collision course with the Nazi government is the story I’ve tried to tell in this book

Exploring art in the context of National Socialism may seem counterintuitive, even distasteful. What relevance can painting or sculpture have when measured against so many deaths? Aren’t Hitler’s ideas about culture a distraction from his far more pressing crimes, to which so many words have already been devoted? In fact, the following narrative shows that the opposite is true. Hitler’s mass murder programmes and his views on art were intimately connected through a network of pseudoscientific theories about race, modernism, the concept of “degeneracy,” and the people he deemed to be lebensunwertes Leben, “life unworthy of life.”

The art collection Hans Prinzhorn gathered at Heidelberg consists exclusively of work by the inpatients of mental hospitals. Though at one time it was envisaged as a research archive for the University of Heidelberg Psychiatric Clinic, Prinzhorn soon became far more interested in its artistic value than in its potential to help diagnose mental illness. This was in large part due to the extraordinary qualities of the material he discovered.

The men and women who created these works spent their lives cut off from the outside world, often forgotten by their peers and even by their families. Diagnosed mostly with schizophrenia, they didn’t always intend to make “art.” They used sketches, sculpture, and writing to chart aspects of their psychotic reality, or to communicate messages from an isolated interior. The collection includes all kinds of products, from paintings, drawings, and collages to doodles, poems, and music, executed on or with whatever came to hand: discarded nursing rosters, menus, sugar bags, used envelopes, even toilet tissue. Sculptures sit alongside designs for great inventions, diaries, and letters—none of which seems to have ever been sent. One woman repeated the same pencilled phrase—“Sweetheart come”—on hundreds of sheets of paper, until each was dark with longing. Some drew pornography. Others worked with needle and thread, creating stuffed mannequins or embroidering clothing with words and phrases that they wore next to the skin. Viewing this often strange material is a moving and sometimes transcendent experience. Visitors remark that it’s as if it “bubbled up from the depths of the human psyche” or “opened windows on a different reality.” One former curator compared her encounter with the collection to the moment a dam bursts: “Remarkable worlds opened up before me,” she wrote, “drew me into their power; open spaces took away my equilibrium and made me dizzy.”

Prinzhorn’s achievement was to liberate this art from the psychiatric clinics and nursing institutions where it had been made, and release it into the wider world. He showed it to a new generation of artists who were seeking to explore the madness they had experienced in the First World War. These painters, sculptors, and writers—Paul Klee, Max Ernst, André Breton, and Salvador Dalí among them—saw Prinzhorn’s collection as a direct expression of the human interior, untainted by bourgeois education and training. The result was that, for a few giddy years in the 1920s and 1930s, art inspired by insanity stood at the forefront of the avant-garde. But it was never less than provocative, and in Germany, as the Weimar Republic crumbled, modern art came under attack from the far right.

National Socialism peddled the dream of a future based on a mythical past, a time of “blood and soil,” when the land was worked by a race of ethnically pure Aryan Volk. The messiah of this movement, Adolf Hitler, had more in common with the Prinzhorn artists than he would have liked to admit. Though few ever examined him, his hysterical, psychopathic personality has produced reams of diagnoses from psychiatrists and mental health experts. He also saw himself as a man of culture. His most unconscionable actions sprang from a belief that he was the “artist-Führer,” a recurring figure in German history who had both the vision to conjure his people’s path and the will to send them on it, no matter what the cost. He presented his politics as a cultural enterprise, and saw modern art, with its borrowings from psychiatry, its abstractions, and its raw emotional expressiveness—so different from his own tepid watercolours—as a symptom of the “insane” malaise that had polluted the community of ethnic Germans, the Volksgemeinschaft. True Aryan art, he believed, made the German spirit visible, and this spirit would recover only when Entartung (degeneracy) had been eradicated. The cultural cleansing was a precursor to racial cleansing. Uniquely, the Prinzhorn artists would be caught up in both.

Prinzhorn was aware that his collecting project was controversial, and that by treating schizophrenic art as something more than a symptom he was challenging the conventional psychiatric and artistic thinking of the time. But he could never have guessed the extreme nature of the confrontation that lay ahead, the danger for his artists, or the destructive purpose to which their work would eventually be put.

—Charlie English London


PART ONE

BILDNEREI

I could spend my life prying loose the secrets of the insane. These people are honest to a fault, and their naiveté has no peer but my own. Christopher Columbus should have set out to discover America with a boatload of madmen.

—ANDRé BRETON,

Manifesto of Surrealism, 1924


1.

The Man Who Jumped in the Canal

On a winter’s day in 1898, a stocky young man with a handlebar moustache was hurrying along the banks of a canal in Hamburg, north Germany. Pohl, as the world would come to know him, was in his early thirties then, a dapper individual who liked to carry a cane or umbrella and to wear a stovepipe hat over his oiled, ink-dark hair. At this particular instant, though, such considerations were far from Pohl’s mind. He moved along in a private cloud of fear, rushing to escape the mysterious agents who tormented him. He didn’t know who these men were—they could pop up in any guise, anywhere, at almost any time—but he did have a pretty good idea who sent them.

It had begun in Strasbourg, a German city at this time, at a moment of great professional humiliation: his sacking from the city’s School of Arts and Crafts. The school’s director, not content with ruining a brilliant career, had sent spies to snoop on Pohl, to listen at his keyhole, forcing him to change lodgings again and again. In the end there had been nothing for it but to leave town altogether. Pohl moved to Hamburg, at the other end of the country, and tried to lose himself in the louche entertainments of the city’s vast red-light district, spending heavily on prostitutes and peep shows. Somehow his enemies tracked him down even here. Strangers threatened him in the street. He was accosted on the horse-drawn tram, singled out by the conductor, who yelled “He’s crazy!” in front of the other passengers. Pimps shouted “Rascal!,” “Thug!,” “Kill him!,” and the like. Even at the theatre, he noticed the actors onstage delivering odd, barbed messages, targeted directly at him.

On this March day, he knew they were closing in.

Hamburg, the great port city on the river Elbe, the “Gateway to the World,” home to the fleet of oceangoing liners that carried Germans to Boston and Baltimore, Hoboken and Hong Kong, was a latticework of inlets and lakes, channels and streams. Pohl now found his escape route barred by water. There was only one option: He must swim. At the end of winter, the canal was close to freezing, but he plunged in anyway. The dark liquid engulfed him in its shocking embrace, then he was splashing out for the far bank.

When, at length, he was hauled out onto dry land, soaked and shivering, it was clear to passersby that not everything was well with the strange swimmer. There was no sign of a chasing pack. No one, in fact, seemed to be following him at all. He was disturbed, confused, perhaps insane. So he was brought to the gates of the Friedrichsberg “madhouse,” the giant institution that stood on a hill in the northeast of the city, and taken inside. He would remain in the dubious care of the psychiatric system for the next forty-two years, one of hundreds of thousands of inmates who lived precarious, near-invisible lives behind the walls of Germany’s asylums.

“Pohl” was the alias used to spare his family the taint of mental illness. The man’s real name was Franz Karl Bühler. He was a blacksmith by profession, though that word hardly does him justice. In fact, Bühler was one of the world’s leading metalworkers at a time when the Arts and Crafts movement had pushed the form to unprecedented heights. Working with the 2,500-degree heat of the furnace, he could transform coarse pig iron into something malleable and delicate. By drawing it and bending it, upsetting, punching, and welding it, he was able to mimic flowers, grasses, and reed stalks so perfectly you had to touch them to know they weren’t real. But something had happened to Bühler, an inner derailment of sorts, which interfered with his sense of reality and put him at the mercy of his own fictions and delusions. Doctors examining him over the following months and years would attach different labels to his condition, but the one that would stick was “schizophrenia.”

Schizophrenia, the most severe of mental illnesses, remains the hardest to understand. Even articulate people with the condition find it difficult to explain, beyond a sense of strangeness, alienation, or uncanniness. It is “a country, opposed to Reality, where reigned an implacable light,” according to one account, where “people turned weirdly about,” making nonsensical gestures and movements. Others describe it as a feeling of disintegration, or like looking at the world through a telescope backward. Some psychiatrists believe that where most people organize their perceptions into an overall picture of the world which they then act upon, those with schizophrenia combine unrelated pieces of sensory data that can only be understood by making irrational intellectual leaps. Hence Bühler, obsessed with his persecutors in Strasbourg, might hear a tram conductor shouting “He’s crazy!” when he was just calling out the next stop. But not all manifestations are alike, and not everyone affected finds the condition debilitating. Some view it as an “enhancement” that gives them unusually deep insight. Only around a third of cases are now considered progressive, and most people with schizophrenia live full and active lives. When Bühler was hospitalized, however, the diagnosis was brand-new, and was thought to herald an irreversible decline. There was nothing to be done, his doctors believed. It was just a matter of time.

Bühler had always been unusual. He was born on August 28, 1864, at Offenburg, a picturesque town of chiming clocks and steep-pitched roofs in the valley of the Upper Rhine. His mother, Euphrosyne, died young, and his father, who ran a blacksmith’s shop from their house on Glaserstraße, married a second time, to Theresia. Where Bühler senior was calm and polite, Franz Karl was boisterous and eccentric, and heard voices from the age of sixteen. He was also intelligent and well-liked, and performed well at school. He enjoyed music and played the violin in a chamber ensemble. But it was at the forge that he would make his reputation. There he was a virtuoso.

In 1871, the Grand Duchy of Baden was incorporated into the new, unified Germany, ruled over by Kaiser Wilhelm I, and Offenburg went with it. The bold imperial nation demanded bold imperial architecture, and Bühler & Son became leading suppliers of ironwork for the castles and grand buildings that were being thrown up all around the region. At the schools of applied arts in Karlsruhe and Munich, Bühler learned to create the most elaborate and fashionable rococo forms. He had a subversive side, too. When the kaiser commissioned a great palace to be built at Strasbourg, in territory conquered from France, Bühler incorporated a caricature of the emperor’s face into every handrail, with a mighty nose and Don Quixote moustache. His creative flair soon won him craftsmanship competitions around the country, and in 1893, when he was still in his twenties, his career hit a double high: He was appointed head of the workshop at the Strasbourg School of Arts and Crafts and chosen to represent Germany at the Chicago World’s Fair. That summer, as he boarded a liner bound for the United States, this entertaining, brilliant, and somewhat overbearing young man was on course to become one of the most highly regarded artisans in Europe.

The industrial world at that moment was in the midst of transformation, and nowhere in 1893 embodied the change more fully than Chicago. As one contemporary writer put it, the world had changed less since the time of Jesus Christ than it did in the decades before the First World War. In 1870, most people in Western Europe and the United States lived and worked on the land; by 1910, most lived in the cities, drawn in by a raft of new urban professions. London, Paris, and Vienna doubled in size; Munich tripled; Berlin quadrupled; New York grew by a factor of six. Chicago was the most supercharged of them all, expanding faster than any town in history. Barely sixty years old, it was already laying claim to the title of America’s second city, and beating out New York to host that showcase of technological and cultural prowess, the World’s Fair.

The World’s Columbian Exposition, as the 1893 event was officially billed, was the latest of a series of world’s fairs that had begun with the 1851 Great Exhibition in London. As Bühler discovered, Chicago’s show would be bigger and brasher than all the rest. A seven-hundred-acre site on the shore of Lake Michigan was filled with the fruits of humanity’s most technologically advanced era. Twenty-seven million people would visit, the equivalent of almost half the U.S. population at the time. In Paris four years earlier, fairgoers had been astonished by Gustave Eiffel’s tower, an ironwork lattice that pierced the sky to the height of a thousand feet. The American riposte, the first Ferris wheel, was also vast—as high as the tallest of the new skyscrapers—but this construction moved. Powered by thousand-horsepower steam engines, it could lift up thirty-eight thousand visitors each day for a view few had ever seen: that of the human world from above. The shift of perspective in itself was a radical discovery, but down there, in the halls and gardens of the “White City,” were a host of others: the first paying cinema, the first moving walkway, the first zipper-style fastener, the first Shredded Wheat, Mr. Wrigley’s prototype chewing gum. At night, the Chicago sky was lit up with a display of alternating current so spectacular one visitor felt sorry for the moon: “How poor and pale she seemed in comparison!” The futuristic playground contained warnings for the coming century, too: At the southern edge of the site, the million-dollar Krupp artillery pavilion showed off the machines that would one day lay waste to the fields of Flanders.

Bühler’s contribution to the fair stood in the largest man-made structure on earth, the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building. It was one of his finest and grandest achievements, a triptych of neo-Baroque gates a dozen yards long, each of which erupted from the ground in a jungle of floral scrolls, a secret garden frozen in iron. Witty, playful, technically superb, it showed that Germany “was far and away at the forefront of blacksmithing,” as the official report to Berlin stated. Bühler was awarded the medal for the highest distinction in his discipline and helped Germany to win first prize overall. It was the greatest honour his profession could bestow.

He spent six weeks in Chicago. The intoxicating atmosphere seems to have put him in an experimental frame of mind, since he began to dabble in the occult, falling in with a group of spiritualists who believed or pretended they could communicate with the dead. For years afterward he would describe his voices and visions in spiritualist terms. He likely explored the city’s vice districts, too, including the Levee, where prostitutes lounged naked in doorways and junkies shot each other up with hypodermics in the aisles of the drugstores. The following year, he would be treated for syphilis, a disease associated at that time with schizophrenia. By the time he returned to Europe, his personality was a dangerous blend of psychotic risk factors. One more heave would push him over the edge.

He arrived back at his new job in Strasbourg stoked with pride, a world-beating exponent of his craft. But it remained just that, a craft, a poor and socially inferior cousin to fine art. To advance himself further, Bühler decided he must elevate his entire profession. It would be his life’s project. He would start by bringing “true modernity and efficiency” to the Strasbourg workshop.

He set about this task with a vigour that surprised his new colleagues, and which soon brought him into conflict with the school’s director, Anton Seder. Bühler had ambitions to open the workshop to students from all over the world, but Seder felt a responsibility to the city. Bühler wanted to travel, to learn the techniques of other master blacksmiths in Budapest, Berlin, Stuttgart, Nuremberg, and Dresden, but Seder wanted him to stay in Strasbourg and teach. At every level, Bühler’s plans were resisted. Compared with classless Chicago, Strasbourg was a maze of invisible social barriers, and at the Café Broglie, where the Kunstmeisters gathered after work, the impudent artisan became the subject of gossip. He started to skip his own lessons. At the end of 1896, after three years at the school, he was fired for unreliability, unauthorized action, and lack of compliance with working hours.

The firing was a public failure that Bühler knew would stain his career forever. He tried to justify his actions in a rambling, thirty-one-page “letter of defence” to the mayor and the city council, filled with puns and alliterations, in which he outlined his vision for the workshop and blamed Seder for blocking it. He never received a reply. There was only silence, into which paranoia crept.

“I am between Scylla and Charybdis,” he wrote, “and I do not know on which rock my rudder should break.”

He began to think Seder’s spies were listening at his keyhole, and moved apartments several times before leaving for Hamburg in the autumn of 1897. More and more he lived in the alternate, paranoid reality in his head. Early in 1898, in a state of mental collapse, he leapt into the canal.

The Friedrichsberg asylum held more than thirteen hundred patients and had a poor reputation even by the standards of the day. Its nursing staff were suspected of violence, and its new accommodation blocks were fitted with iron gratings that reminded visitors of the elephant house at a zoo. Still, the institution fulfilled its function of quietly keeping “deviants” off the streets in as economic a fashion as possible. It was a convenient place to dump inconvenient people.

Bühler did not stay long. Eight days after his admission, he was released into the care of his father, but on the train south he stuck his tongue out at a guard, convinced the guard had done the same to him, and when he reached Offenburg he became a “nuisance” and argued with everyone, especially his stepmother. The family decided to send Bühler to the Breitenau sanatorium in Switzerland for a rest cure, but after two weeks he escaped through a window and sneaked aboard a train bound for Germany, hiding under a bench because he didn’t have a ticket. Police caught him in a post office: He had been trying to wire for money but heard a voice calling him a crook and became upset. He was brought back to Breitenau and put in the secure wing. He thought the doctors, caretakers, and patients were plotting against him. He hallucinated, seeing strange dogs at night.

Two months later, he returned to Germany, arriving at the Illenau clinic in Achern in the company of a pair of male orderlies. He cut an elegant figure even now: Admissions staff noted that he wore a top hat and was extremely well-mannered. He told them he was not mentally ill but had come simply because his father wanted him to have a thorough checkup, and he would also like them to sort out his digestive problems if possible. That night he slept excellently, and the following morning he sang a hymn to the staff because he liked the Illenau so much. He didn’t know that the doctors were writing in his file that he was probably a “constitutional psychopath” and that his condition had gradually developed “on the basis of an abnormal character.” On June 4, he wrote to the institution’s director, thanking him for his stay and announcing that he was now ready to leave: He intended to go to a spa. He was astonished to be told he would not be allowed out. He consoled himself by asking for a violin and drawing materials.

Over the following weeks, Bühler grew desperate. He wrote six to ten letters a day, threatening, demanding, begging to be set free. He examined the locks to see if he could pick them. He climbed a tree in the garden to look for an escape route; when challenged, he said he was just trying to get some exercise. As it dawned on him that he had lost his liberty, he became frustrated and angry. He smashed a chamber pot, argued with staff and with other patients, and got into a fight. Despite the collapse of his rational sense, he worked with the same intensity he had shown on the outside, writing, drawing, and practicing his painting in anticipation of returning to his artistic programme. At last, in the autumn of 1899, after a year and a half of incarceration, he appeared to find some resolution to his inner conflicts.

A key principle of psychiatry at that time was observation. Patients at the Illenau were kept in large, open “surveillance wards,” where they were confined to bed and their behaviour was monitored around the clock. Realizing he couldn’t escape, Bühler began to side with his keepers. From now on, he would be “Doctor” Franz Bühler, a “medical police officer” who had been asked to conduct a study of patients by the ministry in Karlsruhe. This involved sketching every inmate in the asylum, noting biographical information about each case, diligently documenting, numbering, cataloguing, and critiquing every aspect of their existence.

The careful chronicles Bühler produced did not have the medical purpose he intended—the doctors paid little attention to his drawings—but they did capture the atmosphere of life inside. The Canadian sociologist Erving Goffmann would later describe the disturbing psychological effects of “total institutions” such as asylums on their inhabitants. Unlike prisoners, who could return to the world after serving their time, many psychiatric patients were never released. Their lives were a succession of steps in an endless routine: sleeping, sitting in bed, waiting for food, smoking, queuing for the barber’s chair. Robbed of all purpose, the sanest inmate could be driven to despair. Bühler documented it all: the blank faces, the bowed heads, the quizzical, uncomprehending eyes. His self-appointed task had another effect, too: As he produced sketch after sketch of individuals and groups, he was training himself to draw, growing into a figurative fine artist of considerable skill.

After two years in the Illenau, with no sign of improvement, the self-styled “medical police officer” was chosen for transfer to an asylum for long-term incurables at Emmendingen, in the region of Freiburg im Breisgau. He was happy to go, he told his doctors, since the Baden ministry had given him the task of observing and cataloguing an entirely different group of inmates. He arrived at the new institution on April 17, 1900. And that was pretty much all the world would ever have known about Franz Karl Bühler, if it hadn’t been for the man who, twenty years later, came to pay him a visit.


2.

The Hypnosis in the Wood

By the age of thirty-two, Hans Prinzhorn was at once a qualified physician, an art history Ph.D., a decorated combat veteran, and a professionally trained singer with an expressive baritone voice that could move his audience to tears. In later years, he would add psychotherapist, writer, lecturer, champion of the Navajo nation, and translator of the works of D. H. Lawrence and André Gide to his impressive résumé. But it was his work on the art of the insane, conducted at Heidelberg, that would stand as his greatest and longest-lived achievement. With Prinzhorn’s help, madness would become a lens through which to view the horror of the First World War, and a vehicle to explore the newfound psychological territory Sigmund Freud had identified in every human mind.

Prinzhorn arrived at University of Heidelberg Psychiatric Clinic in January 1919, two months after the armistice was signed. He and his young family—Ursula was a toddler, and his wife, Erna, was pregnant with their second child, Marianne—moved into a house on Neue Schloßstraße, a steep street of switchbacks that climbed past mock-baronial mansions adorned with battlements, coats of arms, and even a knight in full armour, all carved from the local red sandstone. From their windows, the Prinzhorns could look out over the town, a picturesque mile of red-tiled roofs and church spires, squeezed between the fast-flowing river Neckar and the shoulder of the Königstuhl mountain. Writers and artists had flocked to this centre of the German Romantic movement for more than a century, to clamber among the green hills and hunt the perfect view of the ruined castle, the verdant Odenwald, and the sun-dappled river. This was a student city, a place for philosophy and poetry, for messing about in boats, for lovers, and for long walks in the fairy-tale forests. Mark Twain, who spent a year here struggling with The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, described it as “the last possibility of the beautiful.”

The university hospital lay a brisk thirty-minute walk away, a campus of stern imperial buildings set out on the flat land between the railway station and the river. The four-storey psychiatry clinic looked a little run-down in those days: It had been short of investment even before the war, and now it needed several million marks’ worth of repairs. Even so, it retained its global reputation as the birthplace of modern psychiatry. It was here in 1898 that a former director, Emil Kraepelin, had revised the old taxonomies of mental illness down to just two: manic-depressive psychosis and dementia praecox, later known as schizophrenia. It was here, too, that Karl Jaspers had written the seminal work of theoretical psychiatry, Allgemeine Psychopathologie (General psychopathology). If it hadn’t been for the atmosphere at the clinic and his colleagues there, Jaspers declared, this volume would simply “never have arisen.”

Prinzhorn entered the clinic via the botanical gardens, through a double-height portico, and climbed a short flight of steps to the reception hall, which reverberated with the sounds of a mental hospital in the era before antipsychotic drugs. As elsewhere in the German system, the clinic was zoned according to gender and the state of the inmates. While the unruhig (agitated) were held in a separate block far from the entrance, halbruhig (semi-calm) and ruhig (calm) individuals were kept in the main wing, off the long corridors that stretched away at either side, women to the left, men to the right.

Prinzhorn found his place in the attic, a warren of small rooms and offices divided by heavy wooden rafters, which the junior staff shared with a group of nuns who had been drafted to help out during the war. As he settled in, he began to turn to the problem he had conceived several months before: how to put together the greatest collection of psychiatric art the world had ever known.

Prinzhorn was a radical in many ways, conservative in others, and sometimes both at the same time: He would later describe himself as a “Revolutionary for Eternal Things.” The most dazzling assessment of him comes from the American psychologist David L. Watson, who believed he was “one of the significant literary men of our time,” with a nature so noble he could be compared with the poet John Keats. In his profundity, Watson wrote, and with a kindness drawn from strength rather than weakness, Prinzhorn embodied Nietzsche’s ideal of the coming twentieth-century man: He would make “outstanding contributions to the spiritual guidance of the race.” Those who knew Prinzhorn better pointed out less flattering traits. He had a wild oppositional streak. He could be vain. He was psychologically frail and almost pathologically restless. He would blame these latter characteristics on his parents and on his upbringing in the rural community of Hemer, in Westphalia, where he was born on June 6, 1886.

Prinzhorn’s father, Hermann, was a self-made man who had left rural Saxony for the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 and afterwards found a job in a paper factory in Hemer, working his way up from the shop floor to become co-owner. Hermann married Julie Varnhagen, the daughter of the local pastor, and together they settled into a bourgeois existence of faith, self-discipline, and financial prudence. Hans would describe Hermann as a tyrant in the home—“dully threatening,” a “slinger of absolute lightning”—but he was even harsher on his mother, Julie, who appeared to him as a sort of maternal black hole. He couldn’t recall a single moment of friendly emotion ever having emanated from her, he wrote: “I have never experienced or ‘had’ a mother in the spiritual sense, as the embodiment of all simplicity of being, of all security and the gateway to the universe.” The idea that he could ever have turned to her for help was “grotesque.”

Even so, his parents did pass on certain advantages to Hans, the third of their five children. One was his mother’s musicality. She had a beautiful, ample singing voice, and when he heard it floating through the house he would slip into the dining room, where the piano stood, pull up a footstool, and listen in happy excitement. Another was the gift of good looks. Prinzhorn would grow up tall and fine-featured, with wavy blond hair swept back from a high forehead and pale, intelligent eyes; though his relationships were often disastrous, he would never be alone for long. Sex for Hans began at ten, with an equally precocious girl in a forest glade, and continued through his teenage years with a long list of boys who gathered after school for mutual masturbation. He developed an obsession with death, which drew him to the village slaughterhouse. Here he would crouch among vats of foaming blood to watch animals being dispatched amid the penetrating stink of their own spilled intestines. It was an eerie premonition of his war service. “Killing . . . gained a horrible power over me,” he remembered.

The Prinzhorns were an educated family, and Hans found school easy, “like a game.” After rebuffing his father’s attempts to push him into business, he was allowed to pursue his cultural interests at Germany’s best universities. He began at Tübingen, majoring in art history and philosophy, but left after a term for Leipzig, where he was taught by the celebrated art historian August Schmarsow. After three semesters he was on the move again, to Munich, to study under Theodor Lipps, the philosopher of aesthetics. He reached the Bavarian capital in the spring of 1906, age nineteen, ready to begin the most vibrant period of his life.

Munich stood at that time with Paris and Vienna as one of the most splendid cultural centres in Europe. Above all it was a city of art. As Thomas Mann described it: “Art is flourishing, art rules the day, art with its rose-entwined sceptre holds smiling sway over the city.” Beneath its famous vault of shining cobalt sky, great painters drove with their mistresses in open carriages, drawing the salutes of passersby and the admiration of policemen. Young men with round artists’ hats and loose cravats went out strolling, whistling Wagner motifs, seeking love and sex and inspiration, while the sound of cellos and violins drifted from open windows. The artistic quarter of this artistic city was the Schwabing, a hotbed of Bohemian experimentation, where every fifth house had an atelier. Dramatists, avant-gardists, socialists, and conservative revolutionaries stalked the drawing rooms here, gathering in circles around the most charismatic personalities—the poet Stefan George, the mystic Alfred Schuler, the philosopher Ludwig Klages—to hammer out theories and ideologies. These ideas were not universally welcomed—as the painter Lovis Corinth noted, “In no city in Germany did old and new clash so forcefully”—but they flourished nevertheless. It wasn’t an accident that this city gave birth to a host of modernist art movements, including the Munich Secession, the Phalanx, the Neue Künstlervereinigung München (Munich New Artists’ Association), and Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider).

As Prinzhorn wrote to his father, in Munich there was more of what he desired than he had thought possible. He formed an art association with friends, putting on festivals and shows in which he sometimes performed. He reviewed exhibitions for the Vienna papers and went to the theatre and the opera, hoovering up new productions of Ibsen and Wagner. He was introduced to Nietzsche’s philosophy (“dangerous” was how Hermann described it) and made dozens of friends in the cultural world, from the musician Wilhelm Fürtwangler to the artist Hans Schwegerle. Schwegerle captured Prinzhorn’s youthful euphoria in a portrait. Naked beneath a long coat, he wears a hat and holds a lyre, half Apollo, half Orpheus.

“Tübingen gave me freshness, Leipzig new ways, Munich the necessary courage,” Prinzhorn wrote home. Later, looking back at those years, he would state simply: “A richer time can hardly come.”

In 1908, he completed his Ph.D., on the architect Gottfried Semper. Around this time, he met and married Eva Jonas, the daughter of a wealthy Jewish lawyer from Berlin, and began five years of training to be a professional baritone. It was while he was studying at the Conservatoire in Leipzig that serious mental illness encroached on his life for the first time.

In the spring of 1910, one of the Conservatoire’s singing teachers killed himself three days before he was due to marry Prinzhorn’s fellow student, Erna Hoffmann. The bride-to-be was pitched into such a severe depression she had to be hospitalized, and for the next two years, as Prinzhorn tried to rescue her from a succession of crises, he and Hoffmann grew increasingly close. In 1912, he divorced Eva to marry Erna. A few weeks after the wedding, Erna suffered a relapse and had to return to full-time care. Prinzhorn now abandoned all hope of a singing career. Instead, as he told his sister, Käthe, he had decided to “tackle a righteous profession in which one must undoubtedly do something good”: He would become a doctor. He took Erna to the exclusive Bellevue sanatorium in Switzerland, then moved to Freiburg, in the county of Breisgau, to begin his medical degree.

He was still there in the summer of 1914 when the war broke out, and he was drafted as a medic. It was a chance wartime encounter that led Prinzhorn to the task that would secure his place in art history.

Karl Wilmanns was a senior army doctor charged with reorganizing more than forty thousand beds in hospitals across southwest Germany for the war effort. In civilian life, he was a psychiatrist and had trained at the Heidelberg clinic under Kraepelin. He was fascinated by a small collection of patient art Kraepelin used for teaching, and had been thinking about ways to exploit it further. His initial idea was for a number of researchers to study individual cases, probably with the aim of drawing diagnostic conclusions from their paintings and drawings. When, in late 1917, Wilmanns met Prinzhorn in a military hospital near Strasbourg, the conversation turned to the images and objects produced by the mentally ill, and the thought processes behind them. With his medical and art history training, this was an area Prinzhorn was unusually qualified to research: He had briefly investigated the psychology of creativity in his doctoral thesis, and had discussed similar material with artist friends and with Ludwig Binswanger, the director of the Bellevue asylum. Wilmanns, who had a knack for spotting talent, asked if the young medic would care to explore the Heidelberg works. Prinzhorn initially said no, believing the collection was “too little” and “too insignificant.” Yet the seed of an idea was planted that he would carry with him to the front.

In the summer of 1918, Prinzhorn was sent to the Marne Valley to command a mobile dressing station in the last major German offensive of the war. The early hours of Monday, July 15, found him in a forest west of Reims, hunkered down in a foxhole among fifty-two divisions of German troops preparing for the assault. Shortly after midnight, the artillery around him opened up with a deafening roar; the enemy responded, and soon the scene around him began to resemble a “feast of hell.” At 3:00 a.m., his unit began to advance through the pitch-dark wood in ankle-deep mud. Prinzhorn picked his way among the gun emplacements, which flared in spasmodic eruptions. As he reached the edge of the trees, a vision opened up of the river and the battlefield lit by the stars and coloured flares:

In the misty valley floor, flames from the village of Dormans licked the sky, where moments before a thousand mines had just detonated in a single explosion, the glow of the fire illuminating the meandering river. All around you could clearly now see the shape of the slopes and countless muzzle flashes.

With the dull light of dawn spreading in the east, Prinzhorn and his unit pressed forward towards the Marne under a continuous barrage. Suddenly, a “substantial bugger” landed barely ten yards behind him; he felt his left leg fly up, and he let out a scream of pain. Lying in the mud, feeling for the wound, he found only a bruise, and struggled on to the next scrap of cover. There, almost overcome with dizziness, he examined the leg again and found that “the red juice flows.” He hobbled back through the roaring howitzers with his arm around a stretcher bearer. Six days later, he was lying in crisp sheets at the Victoria Hotel in Wiesbaden, his war effectively over. He would be awarded the Iron Cross, first class.

Since their meeting, Prinzhorn had continued to mull over his conversation with Wilmanns. Eventually he wrote to the psychiatrist to suggest that they attack the problem “on the broadest possible front” by trying to persuade other asylums and clinics to provide material. Wilmanns agreed. That winter, as the conflict sputtered to an inconclusive end, the psychiatrist was appointed director of the Heidelberg clinic, and he wasted little time in offering his junior acquaintance a job expanding the art collection. In January 1919, just weeks after being demobilized, Prinzhorn moved to the university town on the Neckar to take up his post as a psychiatric assistant.

In the spring of 1919—the fifth spring of the war, as the young Bertolt Brecht dubbed it—Germany was defeated, humiliated, broke. Above all, it was hungry. The Allied food blockade continued for eight months after the armistice was signed, leaving the country in a state of famine that would last until the following summer. Difficult decisions had to be made about who ate and who did not, and psychiatric patients were at the back of the queue. What food they were given was indigestible, lacking cereal, meat, and fat, and the patients’ poor nutrition turned everyday infections into killers. Thirty percent of Germany’s asylum population, more than seventy thousand people, died between 1914 and 1919 from starvation, disease, or neglect. The deliberate prioritizing of the healthy over the sick would have far-reaching consequences. As Karl Bonhoeffer, the chairman of the German national psychiatric association, put it, it was almost as if the country had witnessed a change in its concept of humanity:

We were forced by the terrible exigencies of war to ascribe a different value to the life of the individual . . . we had to get used to watching our patients die of malnutrition in vast numbers, almost approving this, in the knowledge that perhaps the healthy could be kept alive through these sacrifices.

While Bonhoeffer warned that there was a danger of the situation “going too far,” others saw it as an opportunity, a chance to remove an economic burden from the defeated and impoverished state. In their pamphlet Die Freigabe der Vernichtung lebensunwerten Lebens (Permission for the destruction of life unworthy of life), Karl Binding and Alfred Hoche set out a scheme to extend the attrition of certain types of psychiatric patient through “involuntary euthanasia.” For Binding, a retired legal expert, these “incurable idiots” were “not merely worthless, but actually existences of negative value,” a “travesty of real human beings” who occasioned disgust in anyone who encountered them. Hoche, a professor of psychiatry at Freiburg, gave the treatise a medical gloss, describing inmates who existed “on an intellectual level which we only encounter way down in the animal kingdom.” It cost the state 1,300 reichsmarks a year to keep each “idiot,” the two men argued, which thereby sucked up “massive capital” from the national product. It was only right, given Germany’s dire position, that such “ballast existences” be thrown overboard.

Binding and Hoche introduced the term lebensunwertes Leben or “life unworthy of life” into the discourse over mental health care and sparked a debate among psychiatrists, theological experts, and lawyers that would last for more than a decade. Some supported Binding and Hoche’s idea and suggested ways to flesh out the details; many did not. For the time being, at least, the pamphlet’s recommendations were not implemented.

The mentally ill weren’t the only ones on short rations. Across the nation, German daydreams were filled with food. Carl Zuckmayer, a war veteran and poet who moved in the same Heidelberg circles as Prinzhorn, remembered a “crazy hunger” in the spring of 1919, a chemical craving for sweets and alcohol. He and his friends longed for the cans of gluey condensed milk that came in foreign aid packages, while the quintessence of nutrition was a tin of corned beef. Any alcohol they could lay their hands on—including sour wine, and schnapps made by state distilleries from potato peels—was consumed until their “skulls smoked.” Clothes were in short supply, too: The only material that existed in abundance was grey-green uniform cloth, which they cut up to make suits. Yet all the deprivation could not dampen the veterans’ elation, since they awoke each morning knowing they would not be shot, and went to bed each night knowing that no alarm would tear them from their beds. “We had life,” Zuckmayer remembered, “and we wanted to use it and savour it to the limit, with all our power.”

Prinzhorn was in a similarly liberated frame of mind. A generation of young men had been forced to walk into the jaws of the guns, and for what? Germany’s defeat showed that their deaths had been futile, and everything was now open to question, from faith in human progress to reason itself. Prinzhorn felt “the deepest nihilism” for all forms of culture, he wrote. No religion or ideology could offer him a connection, or even support; he was “as free of all such bonds as is possible for present-day man to be.” Determined to discover the real purpose of life, seeking “the vibrancy of other living things, of nature and the work of men,” he threw himself into his job.

The collection Prinzhorn found in the Heidelberg clinic was small, probably consisting of no more than a few dozen pieces, arranged by diagnosis. Wilmanns had already picked out a few drawings for him to study, and the professor’s authority and reputation would help him gain access to other asylums. It was Prinzhorn, though, who defined the problem. This was spelled out in a first round-robin letter to the directors of psychiatric institutions, two brisk paragraphs typed on a single sheet of A4 letter-size paper. It began:

Dear colleague,

The pictorial arts of the mentally ill have repeatedly been the subject of scientific investigation. However, the material from which previous results were obtained has been limited.

If institutions would be prepared to send in paintings, drawings, and sculpture by their schizophrenic and paranoid patients, he continued, it was near certain that an “unusually rich and instructive body of material” would result. The Heidelberg clinic would bear any costs and would only require the works for a short time, after which they would be returned undamaged. It would be extremely useful if the medical files of the creators could be sent along, too. Finally, if any of the material was to be published, Prinzhorn would first seek the relevant permissions.

Copies of the letter were signed by Wilmanns in his neat hand, and sent out in the middle of February to psychiatric institutions across Germany. The response was swift, almost overwhelming. Psychiatric patients had been making art in hospitals across the country, and the fruits of their labour now came flooding into Prinzhorn’s attic. As time went by, he would expand his search, sourcing material from all over Europe, even from Latin America and Japan, but the earliest and richest seams were asylums in the German-speaking world. The works they sent in were of every conceivable type, executed with every available variety of media. Alongside drawings and paintings, there were collages, pieces of music, and handmade books. The better-off patients had filled sketchpads, diaries, and canvases. Others used scraps of newspaper, tissue, old sugar bags, toilet paper, and the contents of wastepaper baskets—meal plans and nursing rosters, used envelopes and pages torn from newspapers. Sculptures were molded from chewed bread or carved from bits of old wooden furniture. The most common drawing implement was the indelible pencil issued to hospital staff, which wrote in purple when licked, but there were also watercolours, pastels, vegetable dyes, and India ink. Some pieces had been varnished, washed with chalk, or overpainted to obscure their meanings. There were self-portraits, landscapes, interior designs, texts, and tattoos.

As material poured in, Prinzhorn catalogued it according to content and form. He gave each artist a case number, and protected the works as far as his meagre budget would allow, mounting and framing the pictures. The growing collection’s enormous variety was matched by its surprising quality: It wasn’t just medically interesting, Prinzhorn realized, it was interesting as art. He maintained a busy correspondence with the asylums, offering encouragement and support where he could.

His exchanges with Dr. Carl Hermkes, director of the Eickelborn institution in Westphalia, were typical. On March 1, Hermkes sent a selection of patient drawings and sculptures, including work by a former publican, Peter Meyer, and an ex-builder named Karl Genzel. Prinzhorn was impressed with the work and wrote back to Hermkes asking if he might be so kind as to encourage Genzel and Meyer to do more. Another Genzel sculpture arrived in May, a small, bulbous wooden effigy who wore armour, a crown, and an officer’s moustache, which reminded Prinzhorn of ancestor carvings from New Guinea, but was also recognizable as the German field marshal and war hero Paul von Hindenburg. Genzel had drawn attention to Hindenburg’s “fat cheeks,” and had given the figure “large ears because he must hear everything” and a protuberant nose “because he must smell everything.” It wasn’t always easy to follow what Genzel said about his work, Prinzhorn realized, but one remark stood out: “When I have a piece of wood in front of me, a hypnosis is in it. If I follow it, something comes out. Otherwise there is going to be a fight.”

Meyer, meanwhile, was engaged on a painting called The Ten Commandments, Hermkes wrote: At present he would only make religious pieces. It would be “desirable to have some clay and paints” for Genzel, he added, as he was unable to get hold of them.

Were oils or watercolours wanted? asked Prinzhorn, before inquiring about the artists’ inspiration. Had Genzel seen any “so-called Negro sculptures”? Had Meyer, who had lived in the cathedral cities of Cologne and Münster, seen stained-glass windows, which his work resembled? Even if he had, his independent achievement was astonishing. Again, the Heidelberg men asked Hermkes to encourage productivity, adding that they were “more than willing to give a small gift of money.” Hermkes suggested that chewing tobacco for Genzel, and a letter of acknowledgment for Meyer, would “probably stimulate the productivity of both men.”

Around three-quarters of Prinzhorn’s artist-patients were diagnosed with schizophrenia. The rest shared a range of conditions from “manic-depressive” to “paralytic,” “imbecile,” and “epileptic.” Though more than half the patients living in German asylums were female, fewer than 20 percent of the works Prinzhorn received were by women, a reflection both of their status in society and of a narrow definition of art, which excluded many traditionally female handicrafts. An exception to this trend was Agnes Richter’s jacket. Richter, a Dresden seamstress, had been committed in 1893 after being arrested for disturbing
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