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Introduction
by Sinclair McKay

‘Aren’t truth and error really just dependent on what the 
majority of people happen to think?’ asks the naïve hero 
Robert Vossmenge near the start of this story. Yet when an 
entire society is in the grip of a murderous set of beliefs, 
how might individuals retain their own moral foundations? 
In The Sanity Inspectors, this fascinating novel by Friedrich 
Deich first published in Germany in 1955, we are shown – 
through the eyes of an idealistic (and, as he considers him-
self, eminently rational) young psychiatrist – various cases 
of mental breakdown while outside the doors of his institu-
tion a nation descends into the darkness of Nazism. What 
makes the book so compelling now is not just its clarity and 
vividness, but also its gravity-defying lightness of touch. 
The weightiest questions of goodness and evil, sanity and 
madness, agency and helplessness, are conjured through a 
series of episodes and vignettes, a wide range of intriguing 
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psychiatric encounters that occasionally anticipate Joseph 
Heller’s Catch-22.  

One of the enduring – and it seems unsolvable – enigmas 
of the Nazi years is just how complete their command of 
the national consciousness was. Genetics; eugenics; racial 
purity; the final solution. What made this nauseously fast 
progression into mass murder possible? Even in 1933, as 
Hitler assumed power and the state brought Jew-hatred into 
law, how many Gentile citizens felt that it was regrettable 
yet necessary? The Sanity Inspectors is one of those works of 
German fiction – others include Erich Kastner’s earlier Going 
To The Dogs, published in 1931, which queasily observed the 
growing prevalence of Nazi street violence, and Heinz Rein’s 
Berlin Finale, dealing with the final infernal days of the Battle 
of Berlin and published in 1947—that shine a light into Nazi 
Germany’s most terrible moral fogs.    

As it opens, The Sanity Inspectors carries little hint of the 
darkness to come. Its narrative is concentrically arranged 
based on Vossmenge’s papers and follows his increasingly 
fraught professional life from Weimar Germany to the Nazi 
supremacy and the fires of war in the Mediterranean. Voss-
menge is in some ways an idealist seen standing at an angle 
to orthodoxy; whether dealing with cases of schizophrenia 
or mistaken diagnoses, he has a constant need to interrogate 
prevailing clinical assumptions. 

And early on, his key encounters with the hospital Pastor 
Kurt Degenbrück, and that man’s firm, clear-eyed religious 
faith, bring a fascinating new depth to questions of the mind, 
of consciousness, of the soul. Both men will have their lives 
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wrenched to and fro in the traumatic years that follow. Their 
discussions and debates – sharp, astringent, mutually scep-
tical yet touched with rough affection, ‘ice-cold’ psychiatric 
reason pitted against the passionate church – start to throw 
fresh light on the darkening moral landscape around them. 
These exchanges, sometimes in epistolatory form, are fast 
and exhilarating. Dr Vossmenge at one point demands of 
the Pastor what he would do if a child of his were to contract 
diptheria: seek a doctor - or pray to God? Degenbrück’s swift 
answer via telegram is wittily impatient: ‘You ass stop I’d do 
both.’ Later, the Pastor forces Vossmenge to look more closely 
at the eugenic rationale for the Nazi campaign of sterilisation 
of ‘imbeciles’: who defines such scientific categories, and who 
judges who fits within them? And at what point does the term 
imbecility widen to become a death sentence on all? 

At the outset of Hitler’s regime, Vossmenge is denied mem-
bership of the Nazi Party for the unpardonable crime of 
a joke. ‘Of course,’ as one colleague declares at a public 
meeting, ‘all Jews could be sent to some island where they 
would all be together. But what is then to be done about the 
people who are only partly Jewish?’ Vossmenge shouts: ‘They 
could be sent to a peninsula’. His superior is also banned 
from joining the Party. Why? ‘I laughed.’ 

Seeking to elude hostile party apparatchiks, Vossmenge joins 
the Luftwaffe as a medical officer, first in North Africa and then 
in the anarchy of the slow retreat through Italy. The shadow 
line between insanity and rationality is crossed frequently by 
military commanders. Here, amid blood and death, the bit-
terest of human comedies plays out. Both Vossmenge and 
Degenbrück – as men who see clearly and who cannot resist 



THE SANITY INSPECTORS

6

the impulse to speak the truth aloud – will find themselves 
being pulled ever closer to the maelstrom of mortality.

What makes this story all the more remarkable is the novel’s 
direct readability. There is something here of the colourful 
cleverness – the paradoxes and intellectual cartwheels – to 
be found in G. K. Chesterton’s Father Brown stories (where 
theology and fashionable scientific assumptions were also 
in frequent conflict). Obviously, this is all written by Deich in 
hindsight, yet the questions that the narrative raises about 
conscience and about the power of individual actions, haunt 
the imagination. How far was it possible for intelligent people 
to believe that the intense cruelty of Nazism was somehow 
a natural function of the state? This question – concerning 
open violence and oppression and even torture within the 
public realm - can be applied in different cases today, across 
the world. If the majority of people believe something is true, 
how can the few unbelievers tell them otherwise?

In the immediate post-war years, there arose a German 
genre of Trümmerfilm (‘rubble films’): dramas set amid the 
bloodied dust of smashed cities. The Sanity Inspectors depicts 
a world where the rubble is intellectual. ‘I can never forgive 
myself that I have done nothing to oppose the inhuman cru-
elties of this authoritarian regime,’ says Vossmenge at his 
last meeting with Pastor Degenbrück. ‘On the other hand, 
though, I don’t see what one could have done to combat the 
madness of our time.’ Movingly, the Pastor gives him absolu-
tion: ‘Ego te absolve in nominee Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.’ 
Yet can this conceivably be extended to wider German 
society? There has to be atonement, not just for individual 
fictional characters but on the part of a real populace that 
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was led into the foulest darkness. Fiction such as this is not 
by itself atoning, but it gingerly raises the question of mil-
lions of individual consciences and how they were to face the 
many millions more of terrifying, squalid murders carried 
out in their name.



The Sanity Inspectors
by Friedrich Deich and translated  

from German by Robert Kee
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Introduction

During the last war the famous villa d’Este on the shores of Lake 
Como was turned into a hospital for the German air force. It was 
there that a court martial set me a difficult task: I had to give my 
professional opinion on an officer of the medical corps who was of 
the same rank as myself and like me a psychiatrist. This task of sit-
ting in judgment as one psychiatrist on another, of revealing as it 
were a cross section of his state of mind, assessing his motives and 
giving some picture of the different sides of his personality pre-
sented me with an almost insoluble problem. A thorough enquiry 
of this sort into a person’s whole mental structure involves the 
use of a number of questions which may give a clue to the clinical 
symptoms in his psychological condition. But when the subject 
of the enquiry is himself a psychiatrist, he sees through all such 
questions at once. In this case the usual roles were reversed. My 
patient had to submit to an endless series of questions which he 
was more accustomed to put himself, and this caused him to set up 
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an insuperable barrier of mistrust. So, he proposed that he should 
be allowed to put his thoughts down on paper. In fact, this remedy 
saved us both some painful moments for we would otherwise have 
been forced to admit that psychiatry is of limited value when the 
patient himself is master of its secrets.

The prisoner’s name was Robert Vossmenge, a Major in the 
medical corps, and he was sent to our hospital under strong 
escort. The crime of which he was accused entailed a serious pen-
alty. To ensure that its verdict should be a just one the court mar-
tial ordered him to be put under mental observation for a period 
of six weeks.

The Villa d’Este lies right on Lake Como itself in a wonderful 
park laid out with fountains. On the north this park is bounded 
by a sheer cliff which falls straight to the lake below. Perched on 
the top of this cliff is a long narrow building which at one time 
was occupied by the servants of the owner of the villa. When the 
magnificent villa was turned into a hotel for rich Americans to 
spend the summer in, this eyrie was used to house the hotel staff. 
The long narrow corridor on the first floor ended in a charming 
little room from which there was a superb view over Lake Como 
and the neighbouring mountains. And it was in this room that 
Doctor Robert Vossmenge sat, a candidate for death, and wrote 
out the story of his life. In the course of six weeks he covered 
several hundred sheets of paper. And day and night a military 
policeman stood guard outside his door.

From what he wrote, and from certain letters and other 
notes, I put together an extensive dossier which I handed over 
to the court martial. These papers were destroyed at the end of 
the war. But I had a copy of them which Robert Vossmenge had 
made over to me just before his death. He expressly promised 
me the rights of publication. The book which follows consists 
of extracts from this dossier which I managed to save from the 
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hazards of war and life in a prison camp. Without substantially 
altering the personal style of the narrator I have arranged the 
material chronologically and in its context. Where certain chap-
ters seemed to need linking by some explanatory remarks of my 
own, I have added these in italics.
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Chapter 1

The old. lady lay quietly in her bed until lunch-time. Then 
she got up, helped the sister carry lunch in for the patients, 
collected up the plates when the meal was over and in her 
quiet friendly way offered to help with the washing-up. 
Throughout the morning she was just a sweet lovable little 
old lady, polite and friendly to everyone, and possessed of a 
simple irresistible charm. The patients in the women’s ward 
all loved her. Even those who remained entirely wrapped 
up in themselves when the doctor came on his rounds and 
hadn’t so much as a glance to spare for him—the mentally 
ill are usually interested only in themselves and not in the 
outside world—even they would show by the benevolence of 
their expression that they were aware of her presence.

It was after lunch that the old lady became restless. She 
kept on going over to the window and peering out into the 
street, as if she were expecting someone. Then she started 
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rattling the ward doors, searching in vain for the handle—
there are no door handles in mental hospitals—and finally 
shuffled over to the sister on duty.

‘Sister dear,’ she said softly, not wishing to disturb the 
patients during their rest. ‘Sister dear, my son is being kept a 
prisoner in the cellar. They’re torturing him there.’

‘Lie down, Frau Professor, you’ll soon feel better,’ said the 
sister without looking up from her sewing.

‘I’m quite all right, thank you,’ said the old lady. Her hus-
band had been a Professor at Konigsberg. He had been dead 
for years. ‘But it’s my poor son, you see. They’re torturing him.’

Then she ran across to the doors which separated the 
ward from the surgery. She knocked gently.

‘Doctor, dear! My poor son!’
But there was no sign of life behind the door. There was 

never anyone there at lunch-time. Gradually the knocking 
became more insistent.

‘Doctor, dear! Help! My son is imprisoned in the cellar. 
They’re torturing him. They’ll kill him.’

The ward doctor, Dr Stöhr, went on his rounds about four 
o’clock. I was then the youngest assistant in the clinic and 
had just been attached to the women’s ward.

He turned to me and said:
‘This’ll give you the right idea of psychiatry! Now up goes 

the curtain. William Tell Act 4 Scene 3. Gessler and. Rudolf 
von Harras disclosed in an empty street.’

Quickly he unbarred the doors which lead into the ward. 
The Frau Professor rushed straight at us. She knelt down 

in front of us and began wringing her hands.
‘Doctor, dear, my poor son! They’re torturing him! They’re 

killing him with sticks and stones. Go down to the cellar and 
help him or he’ll die!’
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‘Ah! Frau Professor!’ said the doctor genially, ‘And how 
are we to-day?’ He turned to me and added: ‘It’s the same 
thing every day. I’m getting fed up with it.’

‘I’m very well thank you, doctor,’ said the old lady, ‘but it’s 
my son. They’re torturing him. Please go down to the cellar.’

‘Your son sends you his love. He’s written to say that 
he’s in the best of health,’ said Dr Stöhr, and then turning 
to me again: ‘Schizophrenia, personality unaffected, always 
friendly. She hears her son crying out and thinks he’s being 
tortured down in the cellar where the boilers are. The hallu-
cinations get worse towards evening. Nothing much we can 
do. Some bromide, skopolamin at nights.’

He turned to one of the other patients and took no more 
notice of the old lady. She followed us at a respectful dis-
tance, plucking us by the sleeve from time to time.

‘Doctor, dear! Don’t forget to go down to the cellar, will 
you? My poor son!’

When Dr Stöhr had finished his rounds and was back in 
the surgery again, he sighed.

‘The psychiatrist’s job isn’t an easy one. I want to help my 
patients, but there’s a limit to what I can do for them. Some-
times I wonder why I didn’t become a surgeon. The surgeon 
wins his battles with the knife. But it’s a bloody business, 
surgery. Not my line. We psychiatrists are more civilised: we 
keep our hands clean.’

He looked at himself complacently in the mirror. I said 
nothing.

‘Besides, psychiatry’s a fascinating science,’ went on Dr 
Stöhr. ‘It concerns itself with the very stuff of human exist-
ence. Analysing a mind is something altogether different 
from amputating a leg or testing urine. Even an aged schiz-
ophrenia of this sort has something of the splendour and 
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tragedy of life about it. A mother thinks her son is being tor-
tured. Her hallucination is identical with the medieval con-
cept of hell. We say that her madness is isolated. Apart from 
this one particular delusion she’s as sane as any of us. What’s 
the cause of it all? What is mental illness anyway? In another 
age we would have said that the old lady was possessed of a 
devil. But we don’t believe in devils any more now so we can’t 
express her state of mind visually at all.’

‘Here she is again,’ I said.
There was a gentle knocking at the door.
‘Doctor, dear, they’re torturing him. They’re smashing 

him to pieces! They’re killing him! Please go down to the 
cellar!’

The knocking was more emphatic and the old lady’s 
voice sounded more desperate than before.

‘We’ll have to give her an injection to quieten her down,’ 
said Dr Stöhr.

The knocking continued. Dr Stöhr opened the door a few 
inches and called out angrily:

‘If you don’t stop that I’ll have you sent to the observa-
tion ward.’ And to me he said: ‘We’ve got our own nerves to 
consider after all.’

The knocking became more and more insistent.
‘Doctor, dear, my poor son! They’ve set on him and they’re 

torturing him. They’re beating him to death with sticks and 
stones. Help! Go down to the cellar!’

There was a sudden silence. The nurses had taken the old 
lady away for a bath. Long hot baths have a soothing effect.

‘But why don’t you try and make her see that her son isn’t 
in the cellar?’ I asked.

Dr Stöhr laughed.
‘My dear young friend, she trusts what she hears going on 
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in her head more than she does me. Hallucinations convey 
just as strong a sensory impression as anything else. If some-
one tried to persuade you now that I wasn’t standing in front 
of you talking to you, wouldn’t you refuse to believe him?’

‘But,’ I persisted, ‘if someone were to go down to the cel-
lar with her, she would have two conflicting sensory impres-
sions. Surely it would be possible to convince her that her 
son wasn’t in fact being tortured down there?’

‘But she’s mad, don’t you see? Her senses are attuned to 
her madness, not to reality!’

‘But surely even madness has some sense of reality? 
When sane people experience a delusion, it’s true they’re able 
to distinguish it from reality in retrospect but at the time the 
reality and the delusion seem inseparable. The delusion is 
experienced as if it were reality. Why shouldn’t the reverse be 
possible? Why shouldn’t reality be absorbed into the delu-
sion? Have you ever been down to the cellar with her?’

‘So, on the very first day of your career as a psychiatrist 
you invent a new cure: the evidence of the patient’s own 
eyes!’ Dr Stöhr seemed almost angry. ‘Still, I can’t very well 
stop you taking her down to the cellar if you want to. I’ll 
speak to the Director about it.’

The next day I went down to the cellar with the old lady. 
The Director was amused by his new assistant’s enthusiasm 
but contrary to expectation he ordered that he should be 
given the key.

‘One mustn’t discourage the spirit of enquiry in the 
young’ had been his comment.

The old lady and I crawled into every nook and cranny of 
the vast cellar that lay underneath the clinic. It was summer 
time and the heating was off. The old lady tapped the walls, 
looked into all the boilers, shifted some crates away from the 
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wall and shone her torch onto the great mountains of coke. 
At last, she said she was satisfied.

‘You’re quite right, doctor dear. My son isn’t here. How 
happy I am. It’s all untrue.’

I took her back to the ward. So, my idea hadn’t been so 
bad after all. I had dispelled a localised delusion by taking 
the patient to the place to which it was attached and letting 
her see for herself.

But I hadn’t been back in the surgery long before I heard 
a gentle knocking at the door of the ward again:

‘Doctor, dear, they’ve just attacked my son in the street 
and carried him off to the cellar. Help doctor! They’re beat-
ing him up, they’re doing horrible things to him. Oh, my 
poor son!’

Dr Stöhr looked at me quizzically but also with a certain 
sympathy.

‘You see, madness is stronger than every form of reason. 
Otherwise, it wouldn’t be madness.’

‘Has she got a son at all?’
‘Oh yes, the son’s real enough.’
‘Where does he live? I’ll write and tell him to come and 

visit his mother. When she sees that he’s safe and sound she 
can’t go on thinking he’s being tortured in the cellar.’

I looked up the old lady’s file and dictated a letter to her 
son. He arrived at the clinic a few days later. The old lady 
wept and fell on his neck. She looked all round him, felt him 
all over, and finally convinced herself that she had been in 
the wrong. She ran across to the surgery and. called through 
the keyhole:

‘Doctor, dear! I’m so happy. My son’s alive. Alive and well.’
When it was time for her son to say good-bye to her, he 

said:
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‘Now don’t worry, will you, mother dear? I’m perfectly all 
right. No one’s going to do me any harm.’

Then he left. The old lady stayed by her bed listening. 
Suddenly she let out a scream, ran quickly across to the sur-
gery door and hammered on it with her fists, crying:

‘Doctor, doctor, now they’ve attacked my son just as 
he was trying to leave the clinic. They’ve carried him off to 
the cellar. They’ll torture him and murder him there. Help! 
Help!’

She had to be taken off forcibly to the observation ward.
This time Dr Stöhr made no attempt to hide his sarcasm.
‘Your madness, young man—this mad idea of yours that 

a schizophrenic delusion can be cured by confronting it with 
reality is fortunately curable. But the more real madness of 
this poor creature is beyond all cure. Don’t you know the 
definition of a delusion?’

‘A delusion is an incorrigible error of the mind originat-
ing in illness.’

‘Yes, you seem to know your theory all right. But it’s time 
you learnt to put it into practice. I admit it’s not easy to say 
exactly what madness consists of. It’s a flaw in the reason-
ing faculties as well as in the imagination. Its roots go very 
deep. It’s not eliminated as easily as you thought. Well, are 
you cured?’

‘Yes, I am,’ I said with resignation. ‘But I still can’t help 
thinking of that poor old lady and her madness.’

‘Now, don’t start getting sentimental!’ cried Dr Stöhr. 
‘The Director will throw you out if you show depressive ten-
dencies. If you want to be a psychiatrist, you must learn to 
harden yourself to the grimmer side of life. Otherwise, you’ll 
never be able to deal with mental illness at all.’ After a while 
he added: ‘Do you feel like having something to eat with me 
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down at the Wild Man this evening? I’ve ordered snails for 
two. A man needs a little civilised relaxation now and again.’

We picked up our hats and left. There was no more knock-
ing at the surgery door. But in the observation ward the old 
professor’s wife sat among gibbering and gesticulating luna-
tics mumbling quietly to herself:

‘Sister dear, please go down to the cellar. They’ve caught 
my poor son and are torturing him. They’re beating him 
with sticks and stones.’

But the sister had other things to worry about. The old 
lady’s voice grew quieter. She was exhausted. When towards 
midnight she started up again she was given an injection of 
skopolamin. Then she was quiet. The drug wrapped its dark 
cloak mercifully about her madness.


