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The injustice over which they are so distraught is irremediable. 
And rage is only for what you believe can be fixed. All the rest 
is grief.

—Cormac McCarthy, Stella Maris (2022)

I. Introduction: Common Grief, Historical Genericism, and 
the First World War

Over two million German soldiers died during the First World 
War, leaving behind what Jay Winter describes as a “community 
in mourning” after 1918.1 “Families were torn apart by war” he 
observes, “but after 1914 there was as well a gathering together, 
as people related by blood or by experience tried to draw strength 
from each other during and after the war.”2 Building from this in­
sight for over three decades now, scholars have produced numerous 
histories of the German community-in-mourning after 1918 and 
its socio-cultural and political legacies throughout the twentieth 

1 Jay Winter, Sites 
of Memory, Sites of 
Mourning: The Great 
War in European 
Cultural History (New 
York, 1995), 29-53. On 
the total death toll: 
Antoine Prost, “The 
Dead,” in The Cam-
bridge History of the 
First World War Vol. 
3: Civil Society, ed. 
Jay Winter (New York, 
2014), 588-589.

2 Winter, Sites of 
Memory, 29.
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century, as well as those of the other major belligerents.3 Revealing 
as these studies are, however, few have examined the formation, 
dynamics, and effects of this community of bereavement during 
the war itself, obscuring its more immediate historical significance 
in conditioning the end and outcome of the conflict, as well as 
the latent wartime reshaping of German politics and society pro­
duced by mass death.4 Here, then, I trace the wartime, day-to-day 
development of the German community-in-mourning from the 
micro- to the macro-level, through an analysis of the material cre­
ation, circulation, and preservation of German soldiers’ final words, 
more specifically, soldiers’ suicide notes and farewell letters—both 
referred to by the German term Abschiedsbrief(e).

Recorded suicides were rare during the war, recorded soldiers’ 
suicides rarer still, and recorded suicide notes rarest of all.5 
Numerous studies have shown that, on average, only one-fifth 
of suicides left a note throughout the twentieth century.6 Perhaps 
as a result, many analysts of suicide approach these missives as 
a type of ego-document: “a source or ‘document’—understood in 
the widest sense—providing an account of, or revealing privileged 
information about, the ‘self’ who produced it.”7 Indeed, German 

3 See the historio
graphical analyses in: 
Belinda Davis, “Expe-
rience, Identity, and 
Memory: The Legacy 
of World War I,” Jour-
nal of Modern History 
Vol. 75, No. 1 (March 
2003): 126-131; Jay 
Winter and Antoine 
Prost, The Great War 
in History: Debates 
and controversies, 
1914-Present, 2nd  
ed. (New York, 2020), 
173-192.

4 A recent exception 
is Sebastian Bondzio’s 
study of Osnabrück: 
Soldatentod und 
Durchhaltebereit-
schaft: Eine Stadtge-
sellschaft im Ersten 
Weltkrieg (Leiden, 
2020).

5 According to the 
Imperial Statistical 
Office, 58,674 Ger
mans killed themselves 
between 1914 and 
1918—38,909 men 
and 19,765 women: 
Statistisches Reich-
samt, Statistik des 
Deutschen Reichs, 
Bd. 276 (1922), 
393; Statistik des 
Deutschen Reichs, Bd. 
316 (1926), 34*. The 
same office counted 
5,106 German soldiers’ 
suicides from 1914-
1919: Statistisches 
Reichsamt, Wirtschaft 
und Statistik Jahrg. 
3, Nr. 18 (1923), 583. 
The official medical 
report on the Ger
man army recorded 
3,828 soldiers’ suicides 
between August  
1914 and July  
1918: Heeres- 
Sanitätsinspektion 

6 For example: Ian 
O’Donnell, Richard 
Farmer, and Jose 
Catalan, “Suicide 
Notes,” British Journal 
of Psychiatry Vol. 163, 
No. 1 (July 1993): 
45-48, especially 
Table 1; Toshiki Shioiri 
et al “Incidence of 
Note-Leaving Remains 
Constant Despite 
Increasing Suicide 
Rates,” Psychiatry 
and Clinical Neurosci-
ences Vol. 59, No. 2 
(April 2005): 226–228; 
Isabelle Perrault, 
Patrice Corriveau, and 
Jean-François Cauchie, 
“While of Unsound 
Mind?: Narratives  

7 Mary Fulbrook and 
Ulinka Rublack, “In 
Relation: The ‘Social 
Self ’ and Ego-Docu-
ments,” German History 
Vol. 28, No. 3 (2010): 
263. For examples of 
such an approach, see: 
Christian Goeschel, 
Suicide in Nazi Germany 
(New York, 2009), 49-
50; David Lester, The “I” 
of the Storm: Under-
standing the Suicidal 
Mind (Berlin, 2014).

des Reichsweh-
rministeriums, ed. 
Sanitätsbericht 
über das Deutsche 
Heer (Deutsches 
Feld- und Besatzung-
sheer) im Weltkriege 
1914/1918. Vol. III: 
Die Krankenbewegung 
bei dem Deutschen 
Feld- und Besatzung-
sheer im Weltkriege 
1914/1918 (Berlin, 
1934), 27. For context, 
the medical report 
counted 70,278  
German soldiers  
dead in combat in 
the war’s first three 
months alone:  
Sanitätsbericht III, 
140*-143*.

of Responsibility in 
Suicide Notes from the 
Twentieth-​Century,” 
Histoire sociale/Social 
History Vol. 49, No. 98 
(May 2016): 155-170.
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soldiers’ suicide notes only entered the archival record from 1914 
to 1918 when a military investigator into such an “unnatural 
death” chose to transcribe them or paraphrase their contents 
when offering an explanation for the loss, rendering these sources 
both extremely uncommon and at least twice mediated by self-
censorship.8 Further, recent psychological research has indicated 
that the kinds of explanatory weight often given to these sources 
as ego-documents may well be misplaced, with a 2015 study 
concluding that “the presence or absence of a note, in itself, is 
not indicative of anything systematic or particularly meaning­
ful about the decedent, the suicide, or the relationship [of the 
deceased with the bereaved].”9

Given the longue durée history of the suicide note, such a conclu­
sion is unsurprising. Suicide notes emerged in their now-recog­
nizable form only in the eighteenth century, as decidedly public 
documents, with suicides sending their notes to newspapers in 
both Europe and the United States—which published them— 
until at least the 1870s.10 Over the course of the nineteenth century, 
suicide notes often took on an especially generic quality with the 
rise of Romantic literature, as many drew particular inspiration 
from Goethe’s 1774 novel The Sorrows of Young Werther. As Lisa 
Lieberman summarizes, Romantic texts like Werther “provided 
people with a language in which to express their unhappiness, a 
set of symbols and associations that would be understood by other 
members of their society.”11 In both their genesis and long-term 
development, suicide notes were principally marked by their pub­
licity and conventionality, not their sui generis qualities.

But despite their general rarity and long history of public gener­
icism, suicide notes were embedded in a larger and much more 
revealing epistolary and communicative historical context dur­
ing the First World War. Indeed, while such notes were (and are) 
exceedingly rare, Germans alone sent an estimated twenty-eight 

8 I have discussed 
these archival and 
epistemological 
dynamics at greater 
length in: Matthew 
Hershey, “Moral 
Exculpation along 
the Archival Grain: 
Self-Censoring, War 
Trauma, and the 
Reporting of German 
Soldiers’ Suicides, 
1914-1918,” in 
Archives and Emo-
tions: International 
Dialogues Across Past, 
Present, and Future, 
ed. Ilaria Scaglia 
and Valeria Vane-
sio (London, 2025), 
69-87. On soldiers’ 
self-censorship more 
broadly, see: Stéphane 
Audoin-Rouzeau and 
Annette Becker, 14-18: 
Understanding the 
Great War, (New York, 
2002 [2000]), 37-44.

9 Julie Cerel et al, 
“Who Leaves Suicide 
Notes? A Six-Year 
Population-Based 
Study,” Suicide and 
Life-Threatening 
Behavior Vol. 45, No. 3 
(June 2015): 333.

10 For overviews of 
this development, see: 
Marc Etkind, . . . ​Or 
Not to Be: A Collection 
of Suicide Notes (New 
York, 1997), 1-6; and 
Simon Critchley, Notes 
on Suicide (London, 
2015), 46. For an 
example of persis
tence: Diane Miller 
Sommerville, Aberra-
tion of Mind: Suicide 
and Suffering in the 
Civil War-Era South 
(Chapel Hill, 2018), 
173-177.

11 Lisa Lieberman, 
Leaving You: The Cul-
tural Meaning of Suicide 

(Chicago, 2003), 
104-105; for her full 
discussion of Roman-

ticism and suicide, includ
ing the role of Goethe’s 
novel, see pp. 95-129.
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billion letters during the First World War.12 Letters were the single 
most important communication medium throughout the con­
flict, maintaining crucial socio-emotional links across home and 
front, internal and external borders, and various filial and social 
circles.13 Yet this did not mean that war letters, any more than 
suicide notes, were free from generic qualities, qualities which 
were also intimately linked with the letters’ social functions and 
uses.14 Letters from the front served as physical signs that a soldier 
was still alive, and “almost always had a wide range of addressees 
not mentioned in the texts themselves, since it was understood 
that parents or wives would share the letters with other family 
members, neighbors, and friends.”15

When read together with soldiers’ letters, then, suicide notes 
appear less as a separate category of rare ego-document and more 
as one epistolary manifestation of a deceptively pervasive wartime 
genre, defined by its proximity and relation to death: Abschieds-
briefe, the common German term for both “suicide notes” and 
“farewell letters.” Building from this linguistic cue, here, I approach 
German soldiers’ Abschiedsbriefe as historical genre-documents: 
written sources employing and embodying a set of conventions, 
forms, contents, and purposes indicative of a distinct historical 
context before they reveal anything about a particular ego. It is also 
because of this linguistic fraternity that I use the German terms 
Abschiedsbrief or Abschiedsbriefe (plural) to refer to the genre, and 
the English “farewell letter” to refer to the sub-type within the 
genre. Finally, reading these sources as genre-documents adds a 
further analytic layer by emphasizing the socio-historical signifi­
cance of their physical materiality, a document being “something 
written, inscribed, etc., which furnishes evidence or informs upon 
any subject,” that is, a material epistemological medium.16

16 Oxford English 
Dictionary Online, s.v. 
“document,” https:​/​/
www​-oed​-com​.proxy​
.lib​.umich​.edu​/view​/
Entry​/56328​ 
?rskey=RnBef9 

14 Ulrich, Augenze-
ugen, 17-19; Mark 
Hewitson, “‘I Wit-
nesses’: Soldiers, Self-
hood and Testimony 
in Modern Wars,” Ger
man History Vol. 28, 
No. 3 (2010): 310-325.

12 Bernd Ulrich, Die 
Augenzeugen: Deut-
sche Feldpostbriefe in 
Kriegs- und Nach-
kriegszeit 1914-1933 
(Essen, 1997), 22.

13 See the historical 
and historiographical 
discussions in Bernd 
Ulrich, “’Militärges-
chichte von unten.’ 
Anmerkungen zu ihren 
Ursprüngen, Quellen 
und Perspektiven im 
20. Jahrhundert,” 
Geschichte und 
Gesellschaft, Vol. 22, 
No. 4 (Oct-Dec 1996): 
473-503; and Robert 
L. Nelson, “’Ordinary 
Men’ in the First World 
War? German Soldiers 
as Victims and Partici-
pants,” Journal of Con-
temporary History Vol. 
39, No. 3 (July 2004): 
425-435. See also: 
Dorothee Wierling, 
Eine Familie im Krieg: 
Leben, Sterben und 
Schreiben 1914-1918 
(Göttingen, 2013).

15 Richard Bessel and 
Dorothee Wierling, 
“Inside World War 
One? Ego Documents 
and the First World 
War,” in Inside World 
War One? The First 
World War and its 
Witnesses, ed. Richard 
Bessel and Dorothee 
Wierling (New York, 
2018), 11.

&result=1#eid 
(accessed 25 March 
2021). See also: Leora 
Auslander, “Beyond 
Words,” American His-
torical Review Vol. 110 
No. 4 (October 2005): 

1015-1045; Leora Aus-
lander and Tara Zahra, 
eds., Objects of War: 
The Material Culture  
of Conflict and  
Displacement (Ithaca, 
2018).
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A deep reading of these missives reveals that soldiers deployed a 
common set of generic elements to frame the meanings of their 
deaths to their loved ones: voicing an explicit social and moral 
desire for absolution, linked with an emotional concern with 
consolation for both themselves and those left they behind, all 
wrapped in the broader justificatory rhetoric of “sacrifice.” As these 
letters physically circulated across front and home, they formed 
dynamic networks of wartime bereavement, linking soldiers and 
civilians in their mourning of the dead—a latent thanatological 
restructuring of the German polis. By February 1918, these new 
bereavement networks encompassed the majority of both German 
soldiers and civilians, exponentially increasing the weight placed 
on “sacrifice” as a unifying concept to vindicate and validate those 
still-accumulating—and irremediable—losses. When the German 
High Command commenced the Spring Offensive the following 
month, they not only gambled Germany’s remaining human and 
material resources on a last attempt at a “decisive breakthrough.” 
They also bet all that remained of Germans’ willingness to sacri­
fice on the offensive—and with it, what remained of the Imperial 
state’s legitimacy as well.

II. Farewell Letters, Suicide Notes, and Their Parallels

Farewell letters were integral to the private and public utilities of 
wartime correspondence and both state and non-state attempts to 
continue the socio-emotional mobilization of the German populace 
necessary to sustain the war effort.17 As German literature profes­
sor Philipp Witkop noted in the foreword to the 1918 edition of his 
famous collection Fallen Students’ War Letters, over half of the mis­
sives he published consisted of “harrowing [erschütternde] farewell 
letters to their parents when marching into the field or on the eve 
of a battle,” in which these young men “yield[ed] their lives to the 
Fatherland in holy consciousness as a sacrifice, foreseeing their 
deaths and taking it freely into their will.18 Foreseen and freely 
taken or not though, Witkop simultaneously highlighted a new 
and more disturbing truth: the novel and increasing omnipresence 
of death—potential and actual—in the daily lives of Germans now 

17 See: Richard Bessel, 
“Mobilization and 
Demobilization in 
Germany, 1916-1919,” 
in State, Society and 
Mobilization in Europe 
during the First World 
War, ed. John Horne 
(New York, 1997).

18 Philipp Witkop, 
“Vorwort” in Kriegs-
briefe gefallener 
Studenten, ed. Philipp 
Witkop (Berlin, 1918), 
iii-iv. On the signif
icance of Witkop’s 
collection: Manfred 
Hettling and Michael 
Jeismann, “Der Welt-
krieg als Epos: Philipp 
Witkops ‘Kriegsbriefe 
gefallener Studenten’,”  
in “Keiner fühlt sich hier 
mehr als Mensch . . .”: 
Erlebnis und Wirkung 
des Ersten Weltkriegs,  
ed. Gerhard 
Hirschfeld, Gerd 
Krumeich, and Irina 
Renz (Essen, 1993), 
205-234; Gerd  
Krumeich, “Publishing 
Ego Documents as 
War Propaganda,” in 
Inside World War One? 
The First World War 
and its Witnesses, ed. 
Richard Bessel and 
Dorothee Wierling 
(New York, 2018),  
240-248. All transla
tions are my own unless 
otherwise noted.



22 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 77 | Spring 2026

that the state was at war. Indeed, it was these permanent, irrevo­
cable losses which made final communications so “harrowing”—as 
well as final—in the first place and provided the contextual and 
definitional foundation for all wartime Abschiedsbriefe.

Farewell letters from the war’s first week immediately commu­
nicated the onset of this new thanatological reality, as conscripts 
boarded trains to the front weeks before most of the students 
Witkop later attempted to immortalize were even able to volun­
teer.19 One of them was nineteen-year-old Josef Uhrmacher, a doc­
tor’s son from Bonn who had begun his mandatory service in 
the Prussian Army on April 1, 1914, three months before Franz 
Ferdinand’s assassination in Sarajevo.20 On August 6, 1914, only 
five days after Germany offi cially entered the conflict, he wrote to 
his parents from Heidelberg:

Now we’re going into the field and definitely going forward to 
face the enemy. With that, I feel the time has come for me, my 
dearly beloved parents, to take my leave [Abschied zu nehmen]. We 
all feel that only a few of us will return, because this is a time 
which has seen one last Bulgarian War, where the entire young 
cohort will be annihilated. But none are gripped by fear, all face 
death bravely [. . .]. This morning we Catholics had confession 
and communion; we are right with heaven [. . .]. As we must thus 
willingly say goodbye forever, my dear parents, I would like to 
thank you for everything good which has happened during my 
life. I cannot thank you completely, for what you have done for 
me is too immeasurably much. If I have caused you any pain, I 
beg your forgiveness from the bottom of my heart.21

Here, in the first week of the war, Uhrmacher said explicitly what 
would rapidly become implicit: should he meet his premature 
demise, it would be because those pulling the offi cial levers of the 
German state had entered a war which, even at this early date, he 
expected to have massively lethal consequences. His presentation 
of the conflict as “one last Bulgarian war”—a reference to the medi­
eval Byzantine-Bulgarian Wars which lasted over 600 years22—then 
added an early sacrificial element through its framing of the war as 
another crusade, but one which expressly had the “annihilation” of 

21 BA-MA MSG 
2/10336, letter dated 
“Heidelberg, 6. VIII. 
1914.”

22 See: R. J. Cramp-
ton, A Concise History 
of Bulgaria, Second 
Edition (New York, 
2005), 9-28.

19 See: Matthew 
Hershey, “The Sui-
cidal ‘Spirit of 1914:’ 
Self-Destruction, 
National Sacrifice, 
and the Sponta-
neous Mobilization 
in Germany,” Central 
European History Vol. 
56, No. 4 (2023), espe
cially 561-565.

20 Bundesarchiv-Mil-
itärarchiv, Freiburg 
(hereafter: BA-MA) 
MSG 2/10341 Einzelne 
Personalunterla-
gen der Gebrüder 
Uhrmacher (1914-
1916), Soldbuch.



23Matthew Hershey | Abschiedsbriefe and Their Afterlives

“the entire young cohort” at its base.23 Finally, Uhrmacher articu­
lated the two interrelated and defining concerns of Abschiedsbriefe 
as a genre: moral absolution and emotional consolation in the 
wake of the author’s death. Indeed, he was explicit about both the 
religious and secular elements of those concerns, making sure his 
parents knew that he was “right with heaven” through his taking 
of the sacraments, while simultaneously seeking to ensure he was 
“right” with them by asking their forgiveness for any suffering he 
may have caused them.

Notably, this affective rhetorical configuration accords precisely 
with that of a twenty-four-year-old medical staff sergeant [San-
itäts-Vizefeldwebel] in the Bavarian Army who, nearly four years 
later, jumped to his death from the fourth-story window of a mil­
itary hospital in Munich on May 18, 1918.24 On the day of his 
suicide, investigators found an unaddressed envelope with four 
letters inside. The two addressed to non-family members “were 
mailed to the addressees at the instigation of the court,” while the 
other two, addressed to his parents and siblings, respectively, were 
transcribed in their entirety.25 The first letter began:

“To my dear parents!”

with a heavy heart I beg your forgiveness for this act. Fate 
has conferred this upon me [Das Schicksal war mir so bes-
chieden]. Divide my savings amongst my siblings. Have 
Neuulm [where he was last stationed] send you my things. 
Please also let me bring the point home as much as pos­
sible: I, too, sacrificed my health for the Fatherland [Auch 
ich habe meine Gesundheit furs Vaterland geopfert]. Don’t cry 
for me, but only pray and do not forget your unhappy Otto.

Farewell until we see each other again!

A final greeting from your thankful, Otto.26

The second letter was similar, though not identical:

To my siblings! I beg your forgiveness for my action. The 
fate of God has conferred this upon me [Das Schicksal 
Gottes war mir so beschieden]. Please comfort my dear par­

23 On World War I 
as a “crusade,” see: 
Audoin-Rouzeau and 
Becker, 14-18, 91-171; 
Allen J. Frantzen, 
Bloody Good: Chivalry, 
Sacrifice, and the 
Great War (Chicago, 
2004).

25 BHStA IV I. AK 
SanA, 474, report from 
18 May 1918.

24 Bayerisches 
Hauptstaatsarchiv 
Abt. IV Kriegsarchiv 
(hereafter: BHStA IV), 
Sanitätsamt I. Armee-
korps 474 ‘Ärztliche 
Berichterstattung” 
(hereafter: I. AK SanA, 
474), report labeled 
“München, den 18. Mai 
1918. Reservelazarett 
München K. Behand-
lungsabt. für Kriegs-
neurotiker. Stat. B 3. 
An den Kgl. Chefarzt.”

26 Ibid., report from 
25 May 1918.
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ents, especially my dear mother. A typical nervous afflic­
tion [Nervenleiden] which would have been a burden on my 
dear parents for the foreseeable future was the reason for 
this act. Please remember me in your prayers and preserve 
a memory of me.

Farewell until we see each other again!

A final greeting from your unhappy brother, Otto.27

Reading the letters together, the first noteworthy aspect is that 
their writer began both with a plea for forgiveness, and thus an 
implicit acknowledgement of transgression. Given that this soldier 
was Catholic, it is possible this implicit admission of sin was meant 
as an act of contrition.28 Yet there is evidence that asking forgive­
ness was a general convention of First World War suicide notes 
which transcended national and denominational lines. A Russian 
prisoner of war who committed suicide while part of an agricul­
tural labor battalion in Landstuhl on April 2, 1916, for instance, 
left a note stating that “no one is to blame for my death, forgive 
me, we’ll see each other again.”29 Whatever the specific case, as 
with Josef Uhrmacher’s farewell letter, more important than any 
particular religious resonances of such pleas was their role in the 
attempted consolation of those left behind. The appeal itself indi­
cated a recognition of the specific pain and grief the man’s death 
would cause while also, ironically, reaffirming the importance of 
the very ties which his suicide would sever.

Further, this medic presented his suicide fatalistically, while also 
giving explicit voice to that fatalism’s consoling function. Notably, 
he personified the term “fate” [Schicksal] as the subject of the sen­
tences in which it appears, reinforcing the idea of it as an indepen­
dent force within the sentences’ syntax. His word choice, however, 
made the consoling aspect of this fatalism unambiguous. His use of 
the German verb “bescheiden”— meaning “to grant/give” something 
in its transitive form, but also “to content oneself” in its reflexive 
form —in both transcribed letters signaled not just acceptance 
of his “fate” as something determined beyond him, but finding a 
contentment in it, communicated to his entire immediate family.

27 Ibid.

28 BHStA IV M Kr 
10915 “Verzeichnis 
über Selbstentleibun-
gen,” Section 1.A., 
Laufende Nr. 25. After 
the war, the Catholic 
chaplaincy reaffirmed 
that “suicide is con
trary to God,” even 
in cases of soldiers’ 
suicides: BA-MA PH 
32/394 ‘Akten betr-
effend Selbstmörder,’ 
“Selbstmord im 
Reichsheere,” 6.

29 BHStA IV M Kr 
10912, Report labelled 
“Germersheim, 2. 4. 
16. No. 7152 Kom-
mandantur des Kr. 
Gef. Lagers An K. 
Kriegsministerium, 
München. im Abdruck 
K. Inspektion der Gef. 
Lager II.A.K.”
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This, too, was not unique. On May 2, 1917, an infantryman in the 
Prussian Army hanged himself in a Bamberg military hospital, 
leaving a note in which he similarly personified an abstract 
concept—here, “honor”—for comparable socio-emotional reasons: 
“Matters which I may not name forced me to take this unhappy 
step. [. . .] My honor will not suffer this. Many greetings to my dear 
parents. I could not do otherwise [Ich konnte nicht anders], I wanted 
it this way.”30 The letter mailed to his sergeant-major [Feldwebel] by a 
twenty-one-year-old Lance Corporal [Gefreiter] in a Bavarian machine 
gun company who shot himself on March 4, 1918 reads similarly, 
despite the conspicuously different audience for the note: “Inves­
tigate no further, because I have sought death in the place of my 
erstwhile happiness. How can I do otherwise [Wie kann ich anders], 
without home and love?”31 While only the latter two echoed Martin 
Luther’s famous if apocryphal words, all three soldiers conveyed 
an explicit desire for sacred and profane absolution, linked with an 
emotional concern with consolation for themselves and their loved 
ones, expressed through fatalistic rhetorical invocations of destiny.

The Bavarian medic’s final communications were not uniform, 
however: he tasked his parents and siblings with distinct emo­
tional and behavioral work. The practical matters that would arise 
in the immediate aftermath of his death he left to his parents. 
But he explicitly charged his siblings with the ongoing affec­
tive work of comforting their parents in the wake of his death, 
when they would become two more of the millions burying their 
progeny—a traumatic inversion of the usual generational thana­
tology.32 Further, the soldier assumed that the need for solace was 
not equally distributed amongst his family members, nor even 
between his two parents. Instead, he was concerned most of all 
with his mother. The second note, especially, makes clear that he 
saw his mother as his primary mourner whose feelings were of 
central concern, adding an essential gendered contour on top of 
the generational one.33

30 BHStA IV M Kr 
10912, report labelled 
“Bamberg, 2. 5. 17. No 
869. K. bayr. 5. Infant. 
Regiment, 1. Ersatz-
bataillon. An das K. 
bayr. Kriegsministe-
rium.” The case does 
not appear in the 1917 
statistical index of 
suicides in the Bavar
ian Army because the 
soldier was not, in fact, 
a Bavarian soldier, 
but just happened 
to receive treatment 
in a Bavarian mili
tary hospital. Thus, 
this rare—if highly 
incomplete—record 
of the suicide of a 
Prussian solider has 
been preserved by an 
accident of archival 
filing. On the destruc
tion of Prussian Army 
records during the 
1945 bombing of 
Berlin and its histo
riographical effects, 
see: Markus Pöhlmann, 
Kriegsgeschichte und 
Geschichtspolitik: Der 
Erste Weltkrieg. Die 
amtliche deutsche 
Militärgeschichtssch-
reibung 1914-1956 
(Munich, 2002).

31 BHStA IV M Kr 
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This proved most consequential in his differing explanations for 
his suicide. The letter to his siblings makes no mention of the war 
at all, and there are no indications in it that the author was a sol­
dier, nor that the suicide occurred after almost four years of global 
conflict that he participated in. Even the explanation itself effaced 
the wartime context and presented what would presumably be a 
morally comprehensible reason for his self-inflicted death whether 
it occurred during peace or war: ending a “typical” but burden­
some “nervous affl iction.” Moreover, such an explanation added a 
moral gloss to what was otherwise a transgressive act, presenting 
his suicide as an implicit sacrifice which would “unburden” his 
progenitors, especially his “dear mother.”

To his parents, however, he made no mention of being a “burden” 
and said nothing about a “typical nervous affl iction.” Instead, he 
presented his death in the overt language of national sacrifice: “I, 
too, sacrificed my health for the Fatherland.” Indeed, the use of 
“too” indicates an awareness on the part of the author that the 
truth of his claim of moral rectitude—of having sacrificed for the 
nation—would likely be in doubt. He thus attempted to reframe a 
source of possible shame as its opposite by rhetorically coding his 
suicide in the same sacrificial language applied to combat deaths.34 
To his parents, then, he expressly tied his suicide to the on-going 
war, notably right at the point when the first two operations of 
the Spring Offensive had already ground to a halt and Germany’s 
defeat was definitively—and visibly—on the horizon.35 Whether 
“freely taking death into their will” in the name of national sac­
rifice or leaping to a self-inflicted death from a hospital window, 
the communiques read the same: as heartfelt, generic goodbyes.

III. Death’s Nearness in Time and Space

Within the epistolary microcosm of wartime Abschiedsbriefe, how­
ever, the principal difference between subtypes was not any given 
soldier’s intentions, but the relative certainty of death, evidenced 
above all in the final missives from those facing immanent execu­
tion. One can see the broader genericism of this configuration of 
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concerns, conventions, and contents most succinctly in the short 
farewell letter of Peter Schlömer. A twenty-four-year-old sailor 
convicted of desertion and robbery in February 1918, Schlömer 
shot and killed an N.C.O. in a later robbery attempt and was sub­
sequently found guilty and sentenced to death on June 17, 1918.36 
On June 20, he penned a final letter. “My dear mother, sister, and 
brother,” he wrote:

An hour ago now I was told that I would be shot today. I now 
stand only a few minutes away from my death. Dear mother 
[Liebe Mutter], pay me no mind and do not worry about me at 
all. I will confess and take communion beforehand. You will be 
informed by the court that I have been shot. Dear mother, hope­
fully I can see my father and my fallen friends again soon. Dear 
mother, do not cry when you receive this letter, there is nothing 
else to do. Dear mother, I am not sorry at all that I must die. I 
am only sorry that I cannot see you anymore. I would have so 
loved to see you all one more time, but it is too late for all of 
that now. I want to close now with many greetings and kisses. 
I remain your son, Peter [verbleibt Euer Sohn Peter]. Many greet­
ings to my sister and brother. I’ll see you again on Judgement 
Day. Farewell.37

He was executed by firing squad the following morning.38

With each anaphoric use of “dear mother,” Schlömer went through 
the generic elements of wartime Abschiedsbriefe. First came the 
simultaneous settling of sacred and profane accounts, as he told his 
mother not to worry because he would confess and receive com­
munion before his execution. Second came the consolatory thought 
of a reunion with dead loved ones, found in the staff sergeant’s 
letters as well, and an idea he returned to and reemphasized in 
the letter’s final sentence: “I’ll see you again on Judgement Day.” 
Third came the admonition for his mother to shed no tears when 
she received his final written words, paired with an express fatal­
ism: “there is nothing else to do.” Finally, as the anaphora itself 
makes clear, Schlömer’s letter also centers around his mother as 
his chief mourner. Like the Bavarian medic, his explicit addressees 
encompassed his entire immediate family circle, but his mentions 
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of them serve as bookends, with the text itself explicitly addressed 
to his mother throughout, establishing her as the socio-emotional 
conduit to the rest of the bereaved after his demise.

But whether it was a farewell letter from a soldier heading to 
the front, a suicide note left in a hospital room, or a final mes­
sage penned hours before an execution, what united all wartime 
Abschiedsbriefe was the fact of impending death itself, which neces­
sitated their goodbyes in the first place: the genre’s thanatological 
foundation which made these communiques an ubiquitous episto­
lary manifestation of death’s on-going restructuring of Germans’ 
everyday lives. These generic valedictions conveyed an explicit 
desire for both sacred and profane absolution, linked with a rec­
ognizable concern with consolation for themselves and their loved 
ones, most commonly expressed through rhetorical invocations of 
impersonally determined destiny—no less emotionally significant 
for their genericism. In the context of Germany’s multiyear par­
ticipation in a globe-spanning war, these common concerns and 
expressive conventions sent multivalent socio-emotional signals of 
the mortal costs of that participation to those still alive to mourn, 
as war losses compounded month after month and year after year, 
and an ever-growing number of Germans received Abschiedsbriefe 
from friends, brothers, husbands, fathers, and sons.

IV. The Material Circulation of Grief: Social Vectors and 
Physical Conduits

As revealing as these letters’ textual contents, however, was the 
larger material and behavioral context in which they were embed­
ded. Whether they were first used in an internal military or crim­
inal investigation or immediately sent to their addressees, each 
missive circulated across a series of overlapping social networks 
both at the front and at home, bereaving greater and greater swaths 
of German society in the process. The physical documents them­
selves were inherent testaments to this larger reality. Indeed, what 
Alan Bray noted of early modern English “familiar letters” was 
equally true of Great War Abschiedsbriefe: these texts “have sur­
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vived because of the use that was made of them, and it is arguably 
their survival that now tells us most about the role they once 
played.”39 That is to say: in their material creation, circulation, 
and preservation, these farewells sketch the social vectors of an 
accumulating and latently politicizing grief during the war itself.

Josef Uhrmacher, for instance, wrote his surviving farewell let­
ter on August 6, 1914, but outlived it by over three years. He was 
killed on September 9, 1917, while repelling the French attack on 
Verdun.40 Thus his farewell letter did not, in fact, contain his final 
words, but only a single iteration of them. As his younger brother 
Karl, who voluntarily joined an artillery regiment during the first 
month of the war, recalled in a letter to his parents on May 19, 
1918, his own final farewell to Josef was inadvertent: “At the time 
when we shook hands for the last time and he rode off on his 
[horse], neither of us had suspected that it would be a farewell for 
life.”41 Even the simplest, most common farewell gesture—a hand­
shake between brothers—could take on a postmortem afterlife that 
transcended the boundaries between home and front, as well as 
the initial meaning of the gesture itself.

Like many other Catholic soldiers, Josef Uhrmacher’s death was 
then commemorated with a funeral card [Totenzettel], one of the 
many material forms such afterlives took. Even more generic than 
most Abschiedsbriefe, funeral cards followed a common format 
built from a shared stock of images and texts. Each began with a 
picture of the deceased, followed by an opposing panel topped with 
bible quotes and, often, a tagline which summarized the soldier’s 
death and framed its intended meaning.

The tagline for Fritz Nühnen, for example, an N.C.O. who was 
conscripted in 1913 and killed by artillery fire on September 20, 
1916, simply stated that “[f]rom two years of the dangers and labors 
of war, the metalworker [Schlosser] went to rest through a hero’s 
death [Heldentod].”42 The cards then gave the decedent’s name and 
unit, and provided a short biographical summary of the soldier’s 
life, centering on his war experience and the circumstances of his 
death. The longer summaries carried over to the back of the card. 
All concluded with a religious image and the text of a prayer.

39 Alan Bray, The 
Friend (Chicago, 
2003), 54.

40 BA-MA MSG 
2/10348. On the 1917 
battle, see: Robert 
A. Doughty, Pyr
rhic Victory: French 
Strategy and Opera-
tions in the Great War 
(Cambridge, 2005), 
380-383.

41 BA-MA MSG 
2/10347, letter from 
May 19, 1918.

42 Ibid.



30 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 77 | Spring 2026
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Figure 1. Totenzettel 
for Fritz Nühnen, front. 
Bundesarchiv BA-MA 
MSG 2/2164

The texts’ contents themselves were as conventional as the com­
mon layout of the cards. Most notably, they consistently either 
quoted from or paraphrased soldiers’ letters to those at home, 
giving those earlier communications a distinctly consolatory 
afterlife through their (re)use in the materials of mourning. The 
funeral card for Hermann Bremmekamp, for instance, who “died 
a hero’s death [Heldentod] in valiant battle for the Fatherland on 
6 September 1914,” reassured mourners: “He died well-prepared 
through receiving the holy sacraments shortly before the bat­
tle and through serious contemplation of the possibility of his 
imminent death, as his last letter to his mother demonstrated. 
He went bravely and joyfully to his death. When, in the event, an 
enemy shell hit him, he called out a last adieu to his comrades 
in order to bring a final end to his earthly struggle.”43 The card 
for Hermann Poot, who was killed by artillery fire on September 
12, 1916, was completely dominated by excerpts from his letters: 
“‘If I am fatally wounded, you must all try to reduce this pain for 
each other; that is how it should be [. . .]. This morning we went to 
church and received holy communion. Now it can go until the last 
ember smolders.’ So he wrote on 22 August, and on 12 September 
an artillery projectile hit him in the chest while he was faithfully 
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fulfilling his duty.”44 While Josef Uhrmacher’s funeral card has not 
survived, Karl’s letters make clear that it followed this same tenor 
and tone, and served as an on-going source of comfort to him as 
he continued his service at the front. As he wrote to his parents 
on July 18, 1918: “How wonderful and comforting the saying that 
stands at the head of our good Josef’s funeral card: ‘I fought the 
good fight, completed the course . . .’!”45

Indeed, funeral cards were themselves another form of leave-tak­
ing, ones which, as objects, served as material conduits of grief 
both within and between bereavement networks. Five weeks after 
his brother’s death, for example, Karl Uhrmacher’s unit was mov­
ing to a new section of the front. Before he left, he said goodbye 
to two soldiers in another unit who knew his dead brother, as he 
described in a letter to his parents on October 16, 1917: “Among 
other things, I showed them photographs from home and of Jupp’s 
[Josef’s] grave and gave them a funeral card [Totenzettel].”46 The 
funeral card itself not only forged a socio-emotional link across 
front and home between family members who had been both 
physically separated and bereaved as a result of Germany’s partic­
ipation in the war. It also served as a material link between filial 
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and comradely mourning networks, bringing the two together in 
a common social web of grief even if the people within them had 
never met.

And as Karl Uhrmacher’s letter intimated, funeral cards were only 
one such material means of forging these thanatological bonds. 
Photographs of soldiers’ graves and cemeteries, for instance, cir­
culated across Europe throughout the war, and it was often sib­
lings and friends who secured those photos and sent them home. 
According to his surviving letters, Karl Uhrmacher was able to visit 
his brother’s grave at least twice in the month after his death, and 
had sent his parents at least one photo of the grave by early October 
1917—presumably the image he mentioned showing to his dead 
brother’s comrades.47 Similarly, after his younger brother Gustav 
was killed in January 1917, Ernst Maier, a forty-seven year-old 
N.C.O. who re-entered the army in 1915, was able to secure a pho­
tograph of Gustav’s grave and send it to their parents.48 The medic 
Johannes Bauscher’s collection of photographs from his time in 
France contains thirteen photographs of soldier’s graves and cem­
eteries, twelve of which were specifically for men in his unit. For 
all those whose names were not legible in the photographs of their 
graves, he handwrote them next to the images.49

Indeed, such photographs were so sought after that there were 
entire publications dedicated exclusively to them. Issue 21 of The 
Little War Album, a series of short patriotic photobooks published 
throughout the conflict covering a diverse range of topics from 
“Imprisoned Enemies” to the “Red Cross,” was devoted entirely 
to “Hero’s Graves.” Not only did it include photographs of Ger­
man soldiers’ graves and cemeteries from the Western, Eastern, 
and Alpine fronts, but also included images of soldiers decorating 
those cemeteries, praying by individual graves, and conducting a 
funeral procession.50

Even in overtly propagandist publications, visual testaments to the 
depth and breadth of wartime bereavement appeared well after the 
year of “great battles”: one more reminder of the ongoing lethal 
costs of “national” sacrifice and the permanent personal losses it 
inherently entailed.
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V. Expanding Circles of Mourning and the Scale of Wartime 
Bereavement

Consideration of the material creation, circulation, and eventual 
preservation of these myriad farewell documents in turn brings 
one face-to-face with the micro-level socio-emotional realities of 
what Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette Becker call “circles of 
mourning”: a heuristic which illustrates “how each death devas­
tated emotional worlds, in a wide-ranging gradation of aftershocks” 
without asserting a hierarchy of suffering.51 As these many modes 
of leave-taking repeatedly demonstrate, grief was not borne alone 
either during or after the war, but was “recognized and alleviated 
by the creation of social structures aiming, implicitly or explic­
itly, at helping survivors.”52 These structures formed a series of 
concentric circles radiating out from the dead within two dis­
tinct milieux: military and civilian. The two milieux had differ­
ent temporalities, quantitative scales, and spatial loci, but were 
nonetheless linked together through the circulation of various 
material documents—both farewell and otherwise—across these 
overlapping circles.53 Tracing the quantitative contours of those 
aftershocks, then, allows one to glimpse not only the macro-level 
scale of this emotional devastation within both milieux, but also 
its diachronic development.

The first set of circles was military. As Audoin-Rouzeau and Becker 
write, it was “undoubtedly composed of the soldiers themselves” 
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who, despite the quotidian omnipresence of death at the front, 
“often took great risks and expended considerable energy to hon­
our, under horrific circumstances, their own dead”54—a reality 
to which the photos in The Little War Album cogently attest. This 
circle had the most fleeting temporality, as “rapid troop rotations 
between 1914 and 1918 regularly broke up primary groups and the 
demobilisation dispersed them completely.”55 Indeed, it is notewor­
thy in this regard that the impetus for Karl Uhrmacher giving his 
brother’s comrades a funeral card was the fact that Karl himself 
was about to move to a different section of the battlefront. The 
demands of the war meant that moments of collective mourn­
ing and remembrance between such men could only be brief and 
transitory.

While this makes it impossible to reconstruct its spatial distri­
bution or approximate the scale of any of its specific rings, the 
qualitative evidence from micro-level sources does provide a basis 
from which to reasonably estimate the overall extent of military 
bereavement. These documents indicate that each soldier’s death 
likely bereaved a minimum of five other soldiers. Hermann Brem­
mekamp’s funeral card explicitly mentioned six, for example—his 
four serving brothers and brother-in-law, and his captain—though 
this excluded any friends or acquaintances he had amongst his 
fellow soldiers.56 Josef Uhrmacher had three identifiable military 
mourners—his brother Karl and the two soldiers Karl met—but 
those were only the soldiers who were able to meet and whose 
meeting was both recorded and archivally preserved, rendering it 
a definite underestimate. Further, as the photographs in The Little 
War Album make clear, these military circles of mourning could 
take on a much greater scope than that indexed solely through 
named mourners, particularly in the case of unit commanders. 
The photograph of a military funeral procession shows at least 
twenty-two soldiers participating, likely with more out of frame, 
while the image “Honor Salute for their Lieutenant” shows the dead 
offi cer’s entire unit gathered, with at least eleven visible within 
the honor guard itself.57

The offi cial medical report on the German army [Sanitätsbericht 
über das deutsche Heer], widely considered the most reliable source 
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for German casualty figures by historians, provides a monthly 
breakdown of deaths in the army from which one can derive a 
rough statistical picture of Germany’s accumulating military mor­
tality.58

Combining this monthly breakdown with the data on the army’s 
actual size [Iststärke] found in the Sanitätsbericht, one obtains a 
reasonable but ultimately quite conservative estimate of the per­
centage of German soldiers bereaved each month between August 
1914 and July 1918, and thus the expanding breadth of overall 
military bereavement over the course of the war.59

These figures reveal that by June 1915, fully twenty percent of 
the German army was already grieving the loss of a comrade. By 
the end of the war’s first year, it was nearly twenty-five percent 
and climbed to over a third of the army with the massive increase 
in combat deaths that came with the battle of the Somme in the 
summer of 1916. The war’s final year saw military mourning cross 
the fifty percent threshold after Germany commenced the Spring 
Offensive in March 1918. By July 1918—the final month for which 
a chronological breakdown of the relevant figures is available—just 
over two-thirds of soldiers in the German army were bereaved.

And this remains a decided underestimate, as it only accounts for 
soldiers whose deaths could be definitively dated and tallied to a 
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specific month: 857,137 dead. As Antoine Prost points out, however, 
the Sanitätsbericht ultimately estimated that a total of 1,973,701 
German soldiers died between August 1914 and July 1918, meaning 
that less than half of the total dead were included in the medical 
report’s chronological breakdown.60 Further, the Sanitätsbericht 
numbers excluded sailors, and are more than 63,000 deaths below 
the current consensus figure of 2,037,000 total German war dead.61 
It is thus all the more striking that even by this hyper-conserva­
tive estimate, by March 1918 at the absolute latest, the majority of 
men in the German army were grieving at least one dead comrade. 
Well before the guns fell silent, the German army had become a 
bereaved collective.

But it was not the only such collective, nor did it exist in isola­
tion, as an even greater proportion of civilians was affected by 
these compounding war deaths. The civilian circles of mourning 
were much more stable and long-lasting than those at the front, 
which makes their concentric rings much easier to sketch, at 
least in abstract. A first familial circle of mourning consisted 
of a dead soldier’s immediate family: those mentioned explic­
itly in the text of a funeral card, for instance, or addressed in 
an Abschiedsbrief. Following the contours of the larger family 
group—aunts, uncles, cousins, etc.—one then finds a second cir­
cle, and even beyond this a third circle of “distant” relations: 
those who may have attended a funeral or received such a card. 
Finally, on top of this filial set existed another set of home front 
circles encompassing a soldier’s friends and “chosen relation­
ships” in their varying degrees of intimacy, from best friends to 
co-workers and colleagues.62
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The qualitative evidence found throughout soldiers’ various fare­
well missives indicates that, in most cases, a minimum of three 
households made up the first civilian circle of mourning—including 
both family and chosen relations—for each dead soldier. Georg 
Breckow, for instance, explicitly offered farewells to five before 
his execution in October 1915.63 And while only two were tran­
scribed, the Bavarian Sanitäts-Vizefeldwebel similarly addressed 
suicide notes to at least three different households, according to 
the surviving documents. If one then assumes that each house­
hold in the first circle communicated their bereavement to three 
more households—by passing on a funeral card, say, or simply 
writing to inform them second hand of a loved one’s demise—one 
can approximate the size of the second circle as well. Applying 
these “mourning multipliers” to the Sanitätsbericht death num­
bers and comparing the resultant figures with the total number 
of households in Germany from the contemporary census, one 
gets an estimate of the scale of home front bereavement and its 
development over time.64

As with the military mourning estimates, the figures are stagger­
ing. By the end of 1917, the first circle of mourning alone encom­
passed over fifteen percent of German households. By May 1916, 
over a third were grieving the loss of a loved one to at least some 
degree, a figure which passed fifty percent less than a year later, in 
April 1917, and sixty-six percent a year after that. By July 1918, an 
estimated seventy-two percent of German households were griev­
ing a dead soldier. Of course, these estimates are necessarily rough, 
as they cannot account for households losing multiple loved ones 

Figure 6. Estimated 
percentage of grieving 
German households. 
Source: Kaiserliches 
Statistisches Amt, 
Statistisches Jahr-
buch für das Deutsche 
Reich, Vol. 34 (Berlin, 
1913), 6. Graphics by 
the author.
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ches Statistisches Amt, 
Statistisches Jahrbuch 
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or simultaneously being part of both circles (e.g. a family mourn­
ing a dead son and a dead nephew), and ignore the “distant” third 
circles, which, as Audoin-Rouzeau and Becker note, are essentially 
“impossible to reconstitute.”65 Nonetheless, they, too, illustrate the 
collective effects of each individual soldier’s death—whether by 
suicide, execution, in combat, or any other means—and the scale 
of bereavement weighing down evermore Germans as the war 
dragged on without victory.

VI. Conclusion: Enduring Valedictions and Their Accumu-
lating Political Weight

By the spring of 1918 at the latest, Germany was a country in 
mourning. Indeed, from the conflict’s earliest days, Germans re­
ceived the valedictions of their loved ones; valedictions which 
too often proved final. These farewells took a variety of textual, 
material, and behavioral forms. Together, they made “taking one’s 
leave” [Abschied nehmen] an omnipresent facet of wartime life, 
both despite and because of the inherent and ongoing physical 
separations and dislocations precipitated by Germany’s partici­
pation in the war. The ubiquity of final leave-taking pointed back 
to the colossal scale of wartime death itself, which had prompted 
and necessitated those goodbyes in the first place. As letters, pho­
tographs, mementos, and people circulated within and across the 
various spatial and social wartime milieux, so too did the deep 
and abiding emotional devastation those accumulating deaths 
engendered. What Audoin-Rouzeau and Becker write of the French 
thus appears equally true for the Germans, as least in general 
terms: “if we add up immediate family, distant relatives and wider 
entourage, it seems that by the end of the Great War, the various 
circles of mourning included, in France, the quasi-totality of the 
population.”66

But German bereavement had reached the point of “quasi-totality” 
in March 1918, on the eve of the Spring Offensive—Germany’s final 
gamble to win the war—not with the November 1918 armistice 
or in the early 1920s. By the conflict’s final spring, nearly every 

66 Ibid., 212.

65 Audoin-Rouzeau 
and Becker, 14-18, 
208.



39Matthew Hershey | Abschiedsbriefe and Their Afterlives

German had not only been touched by the war in a general sense 
but had been affected specifically by the death of a soldier serv­
ing in a state army manned overwhelmingly with conscripts. In 
suicide notes and farewell letters, funeral cards and grave photo­
graphs, millions of Germans repeatedly said their goodbyes with a 
generic set of rhetorical conventions and recurring concerns which 
not only endured into the war’s final year, but also continued to 
be endured with the hope and—increasingly—demand that those 
mortal sacrifices be in the service of some larger cause commensu­
rate with their scale. As the grief from each death radiated across 
expanding and evermore-expansive circles of mourning at the 
front and at home, the weight placed on “sacrifice” as a unifying 
concept to vindicate and validate those deaths in a morally and 
emotionally palatable way increased exponentially, at the precise 
moment when visibly growing numbers of soldiers and civilians 
were explicitly telling various agents of the Imperial state that 
there was no longer any such cause.67

For the twenty-first century historian living through a present 
of renewed inter- and intra-state wars everywhere from Gaza 
and Sudan to Ukraine and Myanmar, attempting to understand 
the real-time effects of the irrevocable and irremediable losses of 
human life in organized mass violence on the societies of whom 
the dead were once a part takes on an immediacy that, like an 
inverted portent, also reaches into the past. As a genre, First World 
War Abschiedsbriefe brought death into the social and emotional 
center of German life, illustrated through repeated invocations 
and utilizations of the genre’s central elements by soldiers’ fac­
ing a wartime demise in a variety of circumstances: an express 
socio-moral desire for absolution in the service of a deeper emo­
tional consolation both for the departed and those he left behind, 
glossed in the justificatory rhetoric of sacrifice. The circulation of 
these farewells between and across networks of chosen and filial 
relations at both the front and at home began thanatologically 
restitching the evermore tattered social fabric of the German na­
tion, creating new, but still latent, conditions of political possibility 
that would not become fully visible until the war’s final months, 
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but had already reached a critical mass by March 1918. Before the 
High Command launched its final gamble, Germans were clear: to 
vindicate all the irremediable losses of human life accrued in the 
military service of the Imperial state as worthwhile sacrifices, the 
Spring Offensive would have to succeed.
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