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The reissue of F r i e d r i c h Wolf's drama Cyankali, 
o r i g i n a l l y published i n 1929, i s a welcome oc­
casion. The play attacks the infamous para­
graph 218 of the German C i v i l Code of Laws 
which p r o h i b i t s abortion under penalty of up to 
5 years i n the penitentiary f or a l l p a r t i e s i n ­
volved. I t created both a l i t e r a r y and a p o l i ­

t i c a l sensation at the time and has l o s t none 
of i t s power nor i t s t o p i c a l i t y i n the f i f t y 
years since then. 
F i r s t produced at the Lessing Theater i n B e r l i n 
by a semi-professional "Group of Young Actors" 
on September 6, 1929, the play experienced over 
one hundred sold-out performances by January of 
1930. These were followed by a tour of the 
o r i g i n a l cast through Germany, Switzerland, 
Au s t r i a , and the USSR. Performances i n other 
German-speaking theaters followed i n the next 
two years, as well as t r a n s l a t i o n s i n t o P o l i s h , 
Czech, Hungarian, Danish, Swedish, French, 
Russian, Japanese, Bulgarian, and English, wit 
highly s uccessful—though c o n t r o v e r s i a l — p r o ­
ductions throughout the world. I t was also 
made i n t o a f i l m i n 1931, although Wolf himself 
objected to the cinematic version as " p e t i t -
bourgeois drama," whereas h i s play was written 
from a p r o l e t a r i a n , s o c i a l i s t perspective. 
The impact of t h i s work i s understandable i n 
view of the fact that, according to the 45th 
Annual German Physicians' Congress i n Eisenacn 
i n 1926, between 500,000 and 800,000 i l l e g a l 
abortions were performed annually i n Germany, 
r e s u l t i n g i n 10,000 to 20,000 deaths, some 
50,000 serious i l l n e s s e s (including about 20,Of 
cases of s t e r i l i t y ) , and leading to approxi­
mately 5000 convictions and imprisonments. 
Nor has the s i t u a t i o n changed s u b s t a n t i a l l y 
since then. I t i s true that i n the GDR abor­
tions are l e g a l l y a v a i l a b l e today; i r o n i c a l l y , 
however, paragraph 218 was not abolished u n t i l 
1972, almost twenty years a f t e r Wolf's death, 
even though the German Communist Party had pro­
posed i t s abolishment i n a b i l l submitted to 
the Reichstag as early as 1928. In the Federa* 
Republic of Germany, a majority of the Bundes­
tag voted i n 1974 to permit abortions between 
the 14th day and the t h i r d month; the CDU chal­
lenged the c o n s t i t u i o n a l i t y of t h i s law and th< 
Bundesverfassungsgericht upheld the appeal i n 
1975. Today, an estimated one m i l l i o n abor­
tions are performed i n West Germany each year, 
r e s u l t i n g i n hundreds of deaths. Only some 
200 to 300 cases are brought to court, with 
usually no more than pro-forma f i n e s . S i m i l a r 
figures apply to A u s t r i a and Switzerland. 
Facts such as these, however, are d i f f i c u l t to 
dig out of the unsystematic "documentation" 
which constitutes a l l but 60 pages of t h i s vol 
ume and which consists mainly of excerpts frcn. 
reviews of various performances from 1929 to 
1932, i n the immediate post-war years c f 1947-


