Background: David Wallace, AIA, was a well known and respected Architect based in Philadelphia.  Among many notable achievements, he played a major role in the renewal of the downtown and waterfront areas of Baltimore, MD.  In July 2004, he and his wife completed suicide.  The Philadelphia Inquirer made this tragedy a front-page story and detailed the lethal means employed.  The following letter was not published, but the points made were discussed with a member of the paper’s editorial staff.

7.20.04

Editor, The Philadelphia Inquirer

Like many who admired his work, I was saddened to read of the death of David Wallace and his wife ("Eminent Architect Dies in Double Suicide" 7/20/04).  I was furthered saddened to learn that both had completed suicide.

Given his stature and the comparative rarity of "double suicides," I understand why this tragic situation would be covered.  However, I question the necessity of placing it on the front page, which is generally discouraged by guidelines for media coverage of suicides.

I am more seriously concerned by the detailed description of the lethal means that the Wallaces employed to take their lives: "Police said that the couple were found...with plastic bags on their heads.  They had apparently taken alcohol mixed with crushed pills."

This reference was not essential to reporting this loss.  Moreover, given that some may see these deaths as "rational suicides" (Mrs. Wallace was on Hospice; Mr. Wallace had cancer) some circumspection was in order.

So-called "copycat suicides" do occur and are not limited to youths.  It is to be hoped that the Inquirer would not have described the means in reporting a high profile teen suicide.  The same judgment should have applied here.

Lastly, the Wallaces, Mr. Wallace in particular, were both at high risk of suicide. You missed a good opportunity to inform your readers that white men in their 80s have perhaps the highest incidence of suicide.  You could have also noted that the elderly are often undertreated for depression, which is often a factor in suicides at any age.

Given the accelerating "aging" of our society we must pay more attention to elder suicide and how we treat it in the media.

Tony Salvatore

Springfield, PA 
