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UNREQUITED LOVE
LETTERS

Institutionalised for the last 11 of her 42 years, deemed incurable and left
untreated, Emma Hauck wrote letters pleading for her husband to rescue her

By MIRANDA ARGYLE

The extraordinary letters that Emma Hauck (1878–
1920) wrote to her husband from the University
Psychiatric Clinic in Heidelberg just over a

century ago have lost none of their despair over the years.
She was suffering from a severe mental disturbance and, at
the time of her incarceration in 1909, believed that she
had been contaminated and poisoned by her husband’s
kiss.

Originally from a modest family in Ellwangen, Hauck
had apparently been a boisterous child who grew up to
enjoy theatre and dancing.
There is nothing in the case
history to indicate that she
would deteriorate so quickly
and dramatically. Having had
no vocational training, she
became an assistant in her
mother’s dress shop and had apparently been a diligent
worker. However, throughout the course of her 4-year
marriage she became increasingly unstable and suffered
from feelings of emptiness, stubbornly withdrawing from
society and neglecting her personal hygiene. She began to
fear that the food she ate was poisoned and that her
children were infecting her. On one occasion she thought
that something was stuck in her throat and blamed her
husband. Eventually, after becoming increasingly
distressed, she was detained at the clinic in Heidelberg for
a few weeks. At first she appeared to recover and was
allowed to stay in her mother’s house. However, a month
later she was returned to the clinic, diagnosed with
incurable dementia praecox and sent to the asylum in
Wiesloch where she died 11 years later at the age of 42.

Throughout her incarceration she wrote impassioned
and intense letters to her husband Michael, a
schoolteacher in Mannheim, begging him to collect her.
Some of the existing letters, of which there are 12, are
written in a fairly legible script. From these we can glean
that she longed to see her family and to visit the
countryside. She expresses the wish to go to the theatre, to

have a good slice of cake and a glass of red wine—in short,
to lead a healthy life again. However according to the
medical notes, Hauck’s behaviour did not reflect this. She
became catatonic and refused to communicate with
anyone. Although she longed to live the traditional life of
a housewife and to have a social identity, she was
undermined by a deep and pathological aversion to her
family. At the time of her incarceration she had two young
daughters aged 2 and 3, yet we are told that she would
have liked to dwell in the forest on her own. (1)

Most of the existing
letters date from 1909, the
year that she was interned at
the hospital, and the medical
records state that she wrote
continuously, sometimes
hourly. There are three

categories of letters, each with varying degrees of legibility.
In the more legible letters she expresses her desire to visit
her mother’s house and asks about her daughters, but
underlying it all is her intense desire to leave the asylum.
At some point she wonders if the letters are being
delivered and underlines the sentence “You would have
been here by now if you had received my letters.” Later she
expresses the desire to “see Bertele romp in the garden”
and to “decorate the pram with branches of pine from the
meadow.”  However, as her anxiety increases and her
situation remains unchanged the message is simplified to
one word: Komm (Come).

Her distress is reflected dramatically in these
condensed letters where the text is overwritten with
repetitions usually covering the entire page from edge to
edge. Initially they resemble small woven cloths with the
links and hooks of a needle and thread, despite being

All images are courtesy of the Prinzhorn Collection Heidelberg.

“You would have been here by
now if you had received my
letters.”
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left:
Untitled (Letter to Husband)
1909
pencil on paper
6.4 x 4.2 ins., 16.3 x 10.6 cm
Sammlung Prinzhorn, Heidelberg. Inv 3621

above:
Herzenschatzi Komm (Sweetheart Come) (Letter to Husband)
21.7.1909
Pencil on Writing Paper
6.4 x 4.1 ins.,16.4 x 10.4 cm
Sammlung Prinzhorn, Heidelberg Imv.3622/4
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written on thin regulation paper with graphite pencils.
Although she does not use imagery, the words are scrawled
upon one another in such a manner as to evoke a
landscape. In an early letter the text is written in columns
or large fingers that run down the page, probably
repeating the endearments, Bartli and Schatzi. The words
vary in density and are sometimes only readable at the
edges of the paper as the overlapping decreases. Within the
columns the lettering follows the peaks and troughs of a
grey forest. Another letter written in July, 2 months after
her admission into hospital, simply pleads Herzenschatzi
Komm (“Sweetheart Come” or, more literally, “Heart’s
Treasure Come”). The restless markings determine the
urgency with which she articulates her distress. They do
not travel across the page but cling together unevenly in
dark columns that are barely contained on the page. 

A month later she writes again, this time displaying
two styles of script. On the left she has carefully written
her husband’s name and address together with the date
August 22, 1909, in traditional Sutterlin script. The right
hand side is covered with repetitions of the word Komm,
entirely filling the small area. Again the words are multi-

layered with varying degrees of opacity and push to the
edge of the margins. In places the text appears to be three-
dimensional, adding further depth to her vocabulary of
despair. 

In 1996, three letters were shown for the first time
outside Heidelberg together with other works from the
Prinzhorn Collection in an exhibition held at the Hayward
Gallery in London entitled “Beyond Reason: Art and
Psychosis.”  Hans Prinzhorn (1886–1932), a psychiatrist
working in Heidelberg and continuing the work of Emil
Kraeplin (1856–1932), built up a collection of the artistic
productions of the mentally ill. Although it was originally
intended to be a tool for diagnosis and categorisation,
Prinzhorn, who had a background in art history, believed
that the images came from the primeval need for
expression and were not solely the symptoms of insanity as
previously thought. Realising the importance of the work
and that its thrust went beyond the bounds of psychiatry

Untitled (Letter to Husband) (recto)
1909

pencil on note paper
6.4 x 4.2 ins.,16.3 x 10.6 cm

Sammlung Prinzhorn, Heidelberg. Inv 3622/5 
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he wrote his book, The Artistry of the Mentally Ill (1922)
(2), preferring to use the old word Bildnerei (image
making) when describing the pictures. Max Ernst took a
copy of the book to Paris a year after its publication where
it immediately gave inspiration and momentum to the
Surrealist movement. It was lavishly illustrated with work
from the asylums and included one of Hauck’s early letters
which appeared under the heading “Unobjective,
Unordered Scribbles,” the first of several diagnostic
categories. Although Prinzhorn had recognised the urge
for “expression” and the “gestural impulse,” he had
misread her message and printed it upside down. 

It is unclear whether Hauck was in isolation or if she
associated with other inmates, but it is almost certain that
she was considered to be incurable and, accordingly, was
provided with no treatment. The writing materials were
the only things available to her and perhaps assuaged her
distress. At the time, the letters would have been regarded

Untitled (Letter to Husband) (verso—previously unseen)
1909
pencil on note paper
6.4 x 4.2 ins., 16.3 x 10.6 cm
Sammlung Prinzhorn, Heidelberg. Inv 3622/5 

Miranda Argyle has also written “Emma Hauck and her Legacy” in Ungesehen und
Unerhort, Kunstler Reagieren auf die Sammlung Prinzhorn, edited by Ingrid von Beyme and
Thomas Roske, Sammlung Prinzhorn/ Wunderhorn, 2013.

as indicators of her condition and kept in a file. They were
probably never sent to her husband and he only visited
once. In retrospect it is uncertain whether Hauck knew
the letters were not being posted. It is possible that the
activity of writing and the repetition of the words was a
means of cataloguing her thoughts, but psychic
disorientation underpins the work and there is no sense
that she was making art or was aware of its effect. Having
perhaps realised that her husband had abandoned her, the
pleading words became an end in themselves—her
autobiography, so to speak. The existing letters are unique
and give a new space and form to the activity of yearning.
Once described by Hans Prinzhorn as a means of filling
the horror vacui, Hauck’s powerful pared down script is an
extraordinary precursor of the wider genre of text-based
art.

1) The medical notes of Emma Hauck, 1909, Archive, Prinzhorn Collection Heidelberg.
2) Hans Prinzhorn, Artistry of the Mentally Ill, translated by Eric von Brockdorff, Springer-
Verlag Wien, NY,1972


