by Par Lagerkvist 

A Hero's Death


In a town where the people never seemed to get enough amusement a committee had engaged a man who was to balance on his head up on the church spire and then fall down and kill himself. He was to have 500,000 for doing it. In all levels of society, all spheres, there was keen interest in this undertaking; the tickets were snapped up in a few days and it was the sole topic of conversation. Everyone thought it was a very daring thing to do. But then, of course, the price was in keeping. It was none too pleasant to fall and kill yourself, and from such a height too. But it was also admitted that it was a handsome fee. The syndicate which had arranged everything had certainly not spared itself in any way and people were proud that it had been possible to form one like it in the town. Naturally, attention was also riveted on the man who had undertaken to perform the feat. The interviewers from the press fell on him with gusto, for there were only a few days left until the performance was to take place. He received them affably in his suite at the town's most fashionable hotel.


"Well, for me it's all a matter of business," he said. “I've been offered the sum known to you, and I have accepted the offer. That is all."


“But don't you think it's unpleasant having to lose your life? We realize the necessity, of course; otherwise it wouldn't be much of a sensation and the syndicate couldn't pay as it has done, but it can't be too nice for you."


"No, you're right there and the thought has occurred to me, too. But one does anything for money."


On the basis of these statements long articles were written iii the newspapers about the hitherto unknown man, about his past, his views, his attitude to various problems of the thy, his character and private person. His picture was in every paper one opened. It showed a strong young man. There was nothing remarkable about him, but he looked spirited and healthy and had a frank, vigorous face; a typical representative of the best youth of the age, willing and sound. It was studied in all the cafes, while people made ready for the coming sensation. There was nothing wrong about it, they thought; a nice young man, the women thought he was wonderful. Those who had more sense shrugged their shoulders; smart bit of work, they said. All were unanimous on one thing, however: that the idea was strange and fantastic and that this sort of thing could only have occurred in our remarkable age with its flurry and intensity and its faculty of sacrificing all. And it was agreed that the syndicate deserved every praise for not having caviled at expense when it came to arranging something like this and really giving the town a chance to witness such a spectacle. It would no doubt cover its expenditure by the high price of the tickets, but it took the risk at any rate.


At last the great day arrived. The space around the church was packed with people. The excitement was intense. All held their breath, in a frenzy of expectation at what was going to happen. 


And the man fell; and it was soon over. The people shuddered, then got up to go home. In a way they felt a certain disappointment. It had been splendid, but ... He had only fallen and killed himself after all. It was a lot of money to pay for something that was so simple. Of course he had been frightfully mutilated, but what was the good of that? A promising young man sacrificed in that way. 


People went home disgruntled; the women put up their sunshades. No, awful things like that really ought to be forbidden. What pleasure did it give anyone? On second thought the whole thing was disgraceful.

