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1  The Study of Personal Documents by Those Who 
Died by Suicide
There is a long history of using written material to illustrate and sometimes test 
psychological theories of suicide (Lester 1987), for example, by using the content 
of suicide notes (Leenaars 1988). Occasionally, suicides (such as Sylvia Plath) leave 
a book or poem describing their behavior, and this kind of material may be of use 
in exploring the unconscious psychodynamics of the suicidal act. This chapter will 
briefly review this earlier work.

1.1  Studying Suicide through Literature

1.1.1  Understanding Suicide

Faber (1970) has provided several examples of how an examination of suicide in liter-
ary characters can throw light on our understanding of suicide. In doing this, Faber 
explicitly states that he views literary suicides as case studies (although he places 
the words in quotes) which may serve as archetypes of suicidal behavior and which 
may provide insights into suicidal behavior. He states that he is not interested in how 
the suicides further the literary aims or “esthetic contraptions” of the authors, their 
esthetic implications or how they might throw light on the attitudes toward suicide of 
the society in which the play was written.

In Faber’s analyses of the suicide of Haemon in Sophocles’ Antigone and the 
self-blinding of Oedipus in his Oedipus The King, Faber provides useful insights into 
the unconscious motivation for suicide, since Sophocles appears to have anticipated 
Freud’s insights by some two thousand years. However, Freud’s theory could just as 
easily have been illustrated with modern cases. On the other hand, many of the sui-
cides in the plays of Euripides are altruistic suicides, and altruistic suicide is rare in 
modern times. Few case studies appear in print, and many suicidologists have sug-
gested removing altruistic and fatalistic suicide from Durkheim’s (1897) theory since 
these types of suicide are so rare in modern society (Johnson 1965).

The suicide of Alcestis, Queen of Thessaly, illustrates some of the possible uncon-
scious psychodynamics of voluntary altruistic suicide. Apollo learns that Alcestis’s 
husband, Admetus, is to die prematurely and makes a deal with the Fates to spare his 
life. The Fates demand another death in Admetus’s place, and only his wife, Alcestis, 
volunteers to die in his place.

The central theme in the play appears not to be that Alcestis has offered to die 
in place of her husband, but that her husband has accepted her offer! After Alcestis 
realizes that her husband is going to accept her offer, she is filled with resentment 
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toward him. She acts so as to induce guilt in him in order to punish him for accept-
ing her offer. However, her aggression is expressed in part consciously and in part 
unconsciously.

On the day of her death, Alcestis does not emphasize the voluntary nature of 
her death. She speaks of herself as one who is about to be destroyed, implying that 
Admetus should have protected her from this destruction. She hints of betrayal and 
abandonment, focusing for example on her soon-to-be-motherless children. She 
expresses the hope that her daughter will marry a noble husband, implying that 
her own husband is not so noble. In Admetus’s presence, Alcestis breaks down and 
weeps, whereas with others she is more controlled. As soon as Admetus begins to 
experience the guilt and to suffer, Alcestis recovers her composure rapidly. She then 
extracts a promise from Admetus that he will not remarry, so that he will be less likely 
to forget Alcestis and her sacrifice.

Faber notes that Admetus is very dependent upon his wife, and it is this depen-
dence that leads him in part to ask for and accept her sacrifice. However, his depen-
dency on Alcestis makes her loss unbearable. He ends up begging her not to abandon 
him. We have, therefore, a relationship between a dependent person with few inner 
resources and a self-sacrificing person who resents being involved with a man who 
needs her in an infantile way, as an object. Admetus uses Alcestis’s sacrifice to stop 
living rather than anticipating the construction of a new life without her.

So, a clinical hypothesis generated by Faber’s analysis is that voluntary altruistic 
suicides think that they are victims; in contrast, obligatory altruistic suicides tend to 
protect their egos by transforming the will of others into their own will, that is, they 
see themselves as martyrs. I doubt that this hypothesis could have been formulated 
using cases of suicidal behavior found among the clinical material in the files of psy-
chiatric hospitals or psychotherapists’ offices.

1.1.2  Understanding a Culture

Suicides in literature have also been used to study a culture. Lester (1972) examined 
the suicides which occurred in the plays of the Norwegian Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906) 
to see if they conformed to the patterns described by Hendin (1964) for suicides in 
Norway, Sweden or Denmark. Hendin used his clinical judgment to argue that suicide 
in Sweden was usually the result of failure to achieve a high level of performance, 
suicide in Denmark was the result of the loss of significant others, and suicide in 
Norway was the result either of loss of a significant other upon whom the suicide was 
dependent or the result of guilt over transgressions.

Apart from a brief mention in Cataline of the suicide of a woman after rape, there 
are seven suicidal deaths in Ibsen’s plays, five victim-precipitated homicides and two 
equivocal deaths. In general, Lester found that the suicides had suffered from depen-
dency loss whereas the victim-precipitated murders were experiencing guilt over 



 Studying Suicide through Literature   3

transgressions. The suicides also appeared to be motivated by the desire to preserve 
or restore an ideal self-image.

For example, in The Wild Duck, Hedvig is very attached to her parents, especially 
her father. Because of her poor eyesight, she does not go to school and has no friends 
her own age. Hedvig’s suicide occurs after her father realizes that she is not his daugh-
ter, considers leaving home, and verbally rejects her. Hedvig shoots herself shortly 
after her father tells her to go away and not to come near him. Her suicide is clearly 
provoked by the rejection from her father. It would seem to be a dependency-loss 
suicide, which fits Hendin’s description of Norwegian suicides.1

1.1.3  Understanding a Suicidal Writer

There are several suicidal writers whose fiction appears to be somewhat autobio-
graphical which, therefore, provides us with some insights into their unconscious 
psychodynamics which increases our understanding of them, authors such as Ernest 
Hemingway and Cesare Pavese. Sylvia Plath (1981, pp. 183-184) wrote a single poem 
(Daddy) in the months prior to her suicide which provides a startling insight into the 
psychodynamics of her suicide.

In Daddy, Plath casts herself as a Jew in a concentration camp versus her father 
as a Panzer man and as a devil who bit her heart in two. She says that she has always 
been scared of him, and she calls him a bastard. Yet she says that her suicide attempt 
at age twenty was an attempt to be reunited with him. She then made of model of her 
father and married him, but she calls this person a vampire who drank her blood for 
seven years. Indeed, her marriage to the British poet, Ted Hughes, lasted about seven 
years. At the end of her poem, she tells her father that he can lie back now, perhaps 
because, as she says a few lines earlier, that she is finally through, presumably with 
life, and is now coming back to him

The Oedipal theme in the poem is clear. The motivation for her first suicide 
attempt was to be reunited with the father who died when she was eight (though the 
poem says ten). And, in case he is jealous of her marriage to Ted Hughes (why else is 
Daddy sitting up in his grave), she is now finally through and, presumably, going to 
be reunited with Daddy for sure this time (and so he can lie back down to await her).

In addition, there are other elements in the poem. The ambivalence toward her 
father is evident throughout the poem, but most exquisitely expressed in the final line 
where she writes, “Daddy, daddy, you bastard...,” a juxtaposition of affection (daddy) 
and anger (you bastard). Plath also says that, “If I’ve killed one man, I’ve killed two.” 
Who are these two? Daddy and her husband? Plath’s father died of natural causes 

1  Interestingly, Ibsen considered moving to Denmark, but never did so. Furthermore, according to 
Meyer (1971), Ibsen did contemplate suicide during one stressful period in his life.
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when she was eight, but perhaps Sylvia had wished his death when she was angry 
at him and believes, magically, that her death wish for him contributed to his death, 
a common belief in children. Or perhaps she feels guilty over other of her actions 
toward her father before he died? But then, how did she kill her husband? Perhaps 
psychologically, as her stature as a poet grew to equal, and perhaps surpass, his?
There is an interesting feature to this poem in that Plath uses the word “black” 
six times, a frequency much higher than in her first book of poems (Lester 1989a). 
According to Piotrowski’s (1974) method for interpreting the Rorschach ink-blot test, 
the use of dark shading predicts a tendency to act-out, rather than quieten down, 
when anxious or under stress.2

1.2  Does Creative Writing Harm Suicidal People?

Is writing therapeutic for creative writers or it is a stressor which contributes to their 
psychological disturbance? Silverman and Will (1986) analyzed the life and suicide of 
Sylvia Plath and concluded that, although she tried to control her suicidal impulses 
by means of her poetry, she failed in this endeavor. Silverman and Will argued that 
poetry is successful when it bridges the inner worlds of the creative person and the 
audience. (Presumably they mean critically successful, for even poor poetry can serve 
a useful psychological function for the writer, even if it is merely cathartic.) To be suc-
cessful, poetry must first achieve a balance between the writer’s use of the audience 
to serve his or her own narcissistic needs (a type of exhibitionism) and the desire to 
give others a way of structuring the terrors and anxieties that afflict us all (a homono-
mous desire on the part of the writer to use a term coined by Andras Angyal [1965]).

The writer must also achieve a balance between the potentially destructive con-
scious and unconscious forces motivating the writing and the constructive desires to 
harness these forces for the purpose of writing creatively. Related to this, the writer 
must balance primary and secondary process mechanisms. The writer must also com-
promise between the fantasy permissible in writing and the acceptance of reality nec-
essary for successful living.

When they applied their ideas to Sylvia Plath, Silverman and Will asserted that 
the successful creative process is successful only when the unconscious forces in the 
writer operate silently and remain hidden from view. This assertion represents a rather 
traditional view of creative writing. It would seem to express a preference on the part 
of Silverman and Will for a particular type of literature rather than expressing a uni-
versal truth. For example, the unconscious forces motivating Ernest Hemingway may 
be under control in his writing, but they are certainly not hidden. More pertinently, 

2  Lester (1991c) noted a similar tendency in the poems of Anne Sexton, who also died by suicide.
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the confessional style of poetry developed by W. D. Snodgrass and Robert Lowell and 
pursued by Anne Sexton is in direct opposition to Silverman and Will’s view.

Silverman and Will saw the transitional period in Plath’s poetry as being her final 
years in the United States. Plath may have had her confidence undermined by the 
frequent rejections that writers must endure so that she changed her style. In her 
new style, she revealed her deepest feelings in her poems, using her experiences to 
create the poem rather than to simply transform it. Silverman and Will noted that 
she described her early poems as “proper in shape and number and every part” but 
not alive. Her poems moved from being a reordering and reshaping of experience 
with a poetic purpose toward becoming expressions of herself. She identified with 
her poems, which made their rejection even more painful, and Silverman and Will 
labeled this change as a “narcissistic regression.”

The causal sequence which Silverman and Will proposed for Plath has no evi-
dence for or against it. It is simply one reading of Plath’s life. Other, equally plausible, 
alternative paths can be proposed. For example, it is quite likely that Plath’s participa-
tion, along with Anne Sexton with whom she became very close, in a poetry workshop 
run by Robert Lowell had a major impact on her writing style. Several members of his 
workshop adopted a more self-revealing content for their poems, and two received 
Pulitzer prizes for their work (Lowell and Sexton).

Furthermore, Plath, as she herself clearly recognized, was prone to recurring 
depressions. In all probability, Plath had an affective disorder, possibly bipolar, and 
her depressions were likely to reoccur periodically. It is evident from the severity of 
her depression in 1953 which led to a very serious suicide attempt that she would 
likely become suicidal again with each new depression (much as Virginia Woolf had).

What is interesting is that, whereas in the early 1950s, her writing may not have 
helped her cope with the stressors, external and intrapsychic, with which she was 
confronted, in the later 1950s her switch to a more revealing and personalized style 
of writing may have helped her survive. Silverman and Will claimed that her writing 
failed to prevent her suicide. Perhaps it may have postponed her suicide?

In the months prior to her suicide, Plath wrote feverishly, sometimes produc-
ing several poems in one day. (This feverish activity in the months prior to a suicide 
was apparent also in Anne Sexton’s life.) What would Silverman and Will suggest 
as a more appropriate strategy for a person confronting intrapsychic turmoil who 
is not under professional care? It is very likely that the writing helped Plath control 
her inner turmoil, and some commentators think that the poems she produced were 
among her finest.

In seeking to formulate a general hypothesis about the role of writing for the 
depressed and distressed person, it is obviously important to discuss more than one 
case. In the present context, the life and suicide of the poet Anne Sexton is relevant. 
Lester and Terry (1992) argued that writing poetry can be useful with suicidal clients. 
Writing poems per se may not be helpful to the client, but the revision of the initial 
drafts of poems may be therapeutically useful. Revising poems may serve a similar 
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function for clients as the journal assignments devised by cognitive therapists by 
giving the clients intellectual control over their emotions and distance from the trau-
matic memories. Sexton revised her poems extensively and, in the process of revision, 
had to concentrate on form rather than content. This allows for both the action that 
therapists deem to be therapeutic and the distancing of the self from one’s problems. 
Because Sexton ultimately chose the moment of her death, one should not discount 
the therapeutic help her writing afforded her.

Anne Sexton illustrates the dialectic in poetry as therapy, between expression 
and catharsis on the one hand and cognitive control on the other. Sexton, as long as 
she was able to stay psychiatrically stable, was able to apply the craft of poetry to her 
creative productions. Both Sexton and Martin Orne, her first therapist, believed that 
her poetry had helped her recover. Only toward the end of her life, as her ability to 
craft her poems declined, so did her mental stability dissipate.

Interestingly, both Plath and Sexton showed manic trends prior to their suicides, 
writing poems furiously, poems with more emotional expression and less poetic craft-
ing. Rather than arguing that writing poetry contributed in part to their suicides, it 
makes much more sense to say that, in their final breakdowns, poetry was no longer 
able to help them deal with the intrapsychic forces driving them as it had in the past. 
As their inner turmoil increased, both wrote feverishly, almost like a safety valve 
letting out the steam under pressure in a boiler, but to no avail since the pressure was 
building up faster than they could release it.

But this final failure of the craft of poetry to keep Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton 
alive does not, as Silverman and Will argued, signify total failure. Both were outstand-
ing poets and functioned quite well given their probable affective disorders. I would 
argue that the craft of poetry kept both poets alive for many years after their self-
destructive impulses first manifested themselves and so signifies success.3

1.2.1  The Use of Personal Documents

The study of personal documents in psychology also has a long history, but it received 
strong support from Gordon Allport who urged such study in general (Allport, 1942) 
and who provided many illustrations. For example, Allport (1965) reprinted a series of 
letters from a woman, whom he named Jenny, to a friend in order to see whether they 
could “explain” Jenny.

3  It should be noted in passing that creative writing has been found to be strongly associated with 
both affective disorder (Andreasen, 1987; Holden, 1987) and with alcohol abuse (Goodwin, 1988), and 
these disorders may adversely affect the psychological health of writers.
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Why does an intelligent lady behave so persistently in a self-defeating manner? When and how 
might she have averted the tragedy of her life?.....Was the root of her trouble some wholly uncon-
scious mechanism? (Allport, 1965, p. viii)

In the book, Allport used the letters to provide psychodynamic, existential, learning 
and trait descriptions of Jenny.

The use of personal documents in the study of suicide has played a prominent 
role because there is so little information available on individual suicides. The major-
ity of suicides leave no clinical records and, when they do, perhaps as a result of being 
in psychotherapy or being hospitalized in a psychiatric facility, the records are not 
standardized. As a result, it is difficult to collect comparable data or psychological 
test scores from a sample of such suicides.

However, a good proportion of suicides, perhaps as many as 40 percent, do leave 
suicide notes. In the 1950s, Edwin Shneidman and Norman Farberow (1957b) pub-
lished their first study of a sample of suicide notes that they found in the files of the 
Los Angeles medical examiner’s office, and the study of suicide notes is the focus of 
Part 2 of this book.

1.3  The Use of Diaries

Diaries may provide an excellent way of delving into the psychodynamics of people’s 
lives. Culley (1985) thought that a diary gives shape and meaning to the writer’s life, 
and so a reading of the diary should give us insights into this meaning. Kagle (1979) 
argued that diaries would be affected by tensions and disequilibria in the life of the 
writer that need to be resolved. Such diaries may prove to be more of a “royal road to 
the unconscious” than are dreams. An example of the use of diaries in the exploration 
of psychodynamics is Brumberg (1997) who studied diaries from young girls to show 
how a focus on the development of internal character in the late 1800s changed to a 
focus on the shape and appearance of their bodies in the late 1900s.

Some suicides leave diaries. The most accessible diaries of this kind are those 
written by famous writers who have killed themselves. The diaries of Sylvia Plath have 
been published (Plath, 2000) although, unfortunately, her husband, Ted Hughes, 
destroyed one diary and lost another which, together, cover the last three years of her 
life. The diaries of Cesare Pavese have also appeared in print (Pavese, 1961). Occasion-
ally, diaries of others, less famous, have appeared in print, such as those of Arthur 
Inman (1985).

But what of the diaries of ordinary individuals, more representative of the typical 
suicide, but not sufficiently famous as to warrant publication? I know of only one 
study. Peck (1988-1989) reported on a diary left by a 48-year-old woman who killed 
herself. He presented extracts from the last week of the diary to try to illustrate that 
her suicide was rational, that is, that she had the ability to reason, a realistic world 
view and adequate information, and that she was avoiding harm and achieving goals. 
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Peck was not convincing in arguing that these criteria are met, but the extracts from 
the diary he provided do mention the stressors that the woman was experiencing, 
her low self-esteem, her perception of herself as ineffectual and inadequate, and the 
pain, both physical and psychological, that she was experiencing as a result of her 
situation.4

1.4  Discussion

This chapter has reviewed examples of studying suicides in literature in order to gen-
erate and confirm clinical hypotheses about suicide, and of using the writings of sui-
cidal authors to gain a deeper understanding of their motives for self-destruction. 
Although there are those who reject such uses for literature (e.g., Jaffe, 1967), a good 
test of these strategies is whether our understanding of suicide is increased, and I 
hope that the examples provided in this chapter have convinced the reader of their 
usefulness. I have also introduced studies of the suicide notes and diaries left by sui-
cides and, in the following chapters, in order to throw light on the psychodynamics 
of suicidal behavior, I will examine in depth the diaries, letters, poems, suicide notes 
and other documents written by suicides.

4  A stroke had left her partially paralyzed, and a traffic accident had resulted in leg and facial 
injuries. She suffered from severe headaches after these events. She was also in love with a man with 
whom she was living who did not love her in return. 


