
3edalus ^ook of
literary S/uiddes

Dead Letters

Gary Lachman

Dedalus



Table of Contents

1. A Taxonomy of Suicide: "I had not thought death
had undone so many." A sadly not exhaustive list.
Criteria for inclusion. The inevitability of suicide. Pere-
grinus and Harry Crosby. Suicide and Depression. Kay
Redfield Jamison. Writers and manic-depression. The
Outsider. Suicide not necessarily pathological. A. Alvarez.
A Taxonomy of Suicide. Rousseau's disciple. Methods
of Suicide. Jan Potocki. Reasons for Suicide. John
Kennedy Toole and Ross Lockridge. The Unsuccessful
Suicide. Gustav Meyrink, Guy de Maupassant, O.V. de
Lubicz MUosz. Suicide, or Not? Graham Greene.
Ambiguous Suicides. Arthur Cravan. Guy Debord. Mal-
colm Lowry.Jack London. The Slow Suicide. Kerouac.
Fake Suicides. Fernando Pessosa. Aleister Crowley. Paris
"a city to die in." Agents of Suicide. Freud. Valery
Briusov. Carlos Castaneda. Against.Suicide? G.K. Ches-
terton. Too fastidious to kill myself. Little things and the
mystical value of life. 13

2. The Existential Suicide: Empedocles and Mt. Etna.
Zeno. Lucretius. Socrates. Christ. Petronius. Seneca.
Cato. Alan Turing. Ludwig Boltzmann. Philipp Main-
lander and the suicide of God. Schopenhauer. The
Nihilists. Nietzsche. Kierkegaard. Camus and Sisyphus.
Dostoyevsky and The Devils. Suicide and freedom.
Hermann Hesse and Steppenwolf. The metaphysics of
suicide. Not all suicides kill themselves. 42

3. The Romantic Suicide: "This world was never meant
for one as beautiful as you." Cleopatra and Mark
Antony. Tristan and Isolde. Romeo and Juliet. La petite
mort. Axel. "As for living, our servants will do that for
us." The Sorrows of Young Werther. Goethe. "I was never
such a fool as Werther." Charlotte Buff. The problem
with ecstasy. Karl Wilhelm Jerusalem. Werthermania.



The myth of copy-cat suicides. Finding a place in the
world. Romantic death worship. The "dim vast vale of
tears." Das Lied von der Erde. 64

4. The Surreal Suicide: Robert E. Howard. The birth of
Surrealism. Parade. Apollinaire. Andre Breton and guns.
Les Mamelles de Tirhias.Jacques Vache. Total indifference
to practically everything. Alfred Jarry. Vache's eccen-
tricities. Homosexuality. Umour. Vache's death: suicide
or accident? Breton's homophobia. Is Suicide a Solu-
tion? Rene Crevel says "Yes." Crevel, Robert Desnos
and automatic writing. The Communists. Dali and
Hider's "curvaceous fanny." Ilya Ehrenburg and the
Congress in Defence of Culture. "Please cremate me."
Jacques Rigaut. The revolver under the pillow. Theor-
etic suicide. "The General Suicide Agency." The polite
suicide. 78

5. The Political Suicide: Walter Benjamin and Port Bou.
The Last European. Apocalypse and narcissism. Under
the sign of Saturn. Benjaminmania. Benjamin's last days.
The ambiguity around his death. "Passages." Benjamin's
bad luck. Benjamin and Arthur Koestler. Gershom
Scholem and Benjamin's suicidal tendencies. Witkacy
and the end of civilization. Insatiability. Drugs and exist-
entialism. Witkacy's acting. The emptiness of the self-
dramatiser. Witkacy and Gurdjieff. Self-obsession and
die need for other people. "I cannot do it myself." The
"collectivised, technologized, asexual beehive." The
Nazis and die Soviets. Mayakovsky, the attenuated revo-
lutionary. "I immediately detested everything ancient."
Mayakovsky's vanity. Poster boy for die Revolution.
The Russian Futurists. Lili and Osip Brik. Mayakovsky's
masochism. Mayakovsky and Jack London. Fall from
grace. "Life and I are quits." 100

6. The Manic-Depressive Suicide: Let Me Finish. The
pursuit of oblivion. Alvarez again. William Styron and
"die grey drizzle of horror." William James. "A disorder
of mood, characterized by sadness." The Anatomy of Mel-
ancholy. Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton.
Manic-depression and women. Andiony Storr and The
Dynamics of Creation. External approval insufficient. The
insatiability of die depressive temperament. Virginia



Woolf and sexual abuse. Writing and self-esteem.
Wyndham Lewis. "The calm that always comes to me
with abuse." Writers' insecurity. Compulsive journal
writing. "I begin to loathe my kind." The last days of
Sylvia Plath. The coldest winter in 150 years. "I'm just
having a marvellous dream." The perils of biography.
The girl most likely to succeed. Otto Plath sets an
example. "How could such a brilliant man be so stupid."
Sylvia's suicidal tendencies. Beautiful Smith girl missing
at Wellesley. Spoiled, babyish, frightened. Escape from
personality. "Oh, mother, the world is so rotten." Ted
Hughes. Christmas Eve 1962. Trevor Thomas. The
Scarlet Woman. Anne Sexton meets Sylvia. "I might be
good at being a prostitute." Unable to function as wife
or mother. Nana and sexual abuse. "A mental disorder
that eluded diagnosis or cure." A patient for life. Anne
Sexton's inadequacy. Fear of killing the children. Des-
perate housewives. Poetry as dierapy. Death and other
obsessions. A world widiout numbness. 131

7. Ten Suicides: Yukio Mishima. Harry Crosby. Georg
Trakl. Heinrich Von Kleist. Thomas Lovell Beddoes.
Otto Weininger. Arthur Koesder. Thomas Chatterton.
Cesare Pavese. Mary Wollstonecraft. 162

8. A Suicidal Miscellany: G.K. Chesterton. Samuel
Buder. Robert Louis Stevenson. Robert E. Howard.
Klaus Mann. Colin Wilson. David Hume. Matthew
Arnold. Ludwig Wittgenstein. Sadegh Hedayat. Fried-
rich Nietzsche. Frank Wedekind. Charles Baudelaire.
Epictetus. Michael Artzibashev. George Sterling. Leo
Tolstoy. Lafcadio Hearn. William Makepeace Thackeray.
Fyodor Dostoyevsky. Ardiur Schopenhauer. L.H.
Myers. Gustave Flaubert. E. M. Cioran. William James.
William Cowper. Immanuel Kant. Plato. John Keats.
Dorothy Parker. Edna St. Vincent Millay. 241

Index .314
Books by Gary Lachman "ill


