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ESSAY

The Double Death of Ryszard
Siwiec
Maciej Drygas’ Hear My Cry (Usłyszcie mój krzyk!, 1991)
VOL. 84 (APRIL 2018) BY MORITZ PFEIFER

On June 11, 1963, the Buddhist monk Thich Quang Duc burned himself in public to
protest against the South Vietnamese government. The event was highly mediatized,
and whoever has seen Malcolm Browne’s photograph of it, will remember the
irreconcilability between the raging flames and the Buddhist’s peaceful pose. Although
many self-immolations have occurred prior to Quang Duc’s, his was the first to have
inspired imitators across the globe. It turned suicide protest into a true tactic for what
the sociologist Michael Biggs has called “the global repertoire of contention”1 – self-
burning as a strategy to incite potential sympathizers and to increase media support
for their cause. On September 9, 1968, the tactic reached Europe, when Ryszard
Siwiec, a Polish accountant and father of five, set himself on fire during a harvest
festival in front of a full crowd at the 10th Anniversary Stadium (Stadion
Dziesięciolecia) in Warsaw. He wanted to protest against the invasion of
Czechoslovakia that crushed the insurrection there, perhaps hoping that political
liberalization was still possible if only more people got involved. Siwiec’s action,
however, did not appeal to many sympathizers, was barely mediatized and certainly did
not lead to a regime change, as was the case for Quang Duc, whose self-immolation
was essential to the overthrow of President Diem five months after the burning.
Passivity and indifference of the bystanders are perhaps the most striking elements
coming from Maciej Drygas’ documentary on Siwiec. Drygas dug up Siwiec’s story
after a regime change had occurred, in 1991.2 Despite the delay, the film finally
achieved what Siwiec had intended. It attracted sympathizers for his cause. Siwiec was
posthumously awarded Czech, Slovak and Polish state decorations. Streets, bridges
and memorials in Poland and the Czech Republic now carry his name. In this way,
Drygas’ film is at the beginning of what can be called the canonization of secret
heroes, the rediscovery of political martyrs to construct identity-building historical
narratives.

From the last will that was handed over to his family after his death, it is known that
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Siwiec planned his suicide protest at least as early as April 1968. A strategic plan
outlining each step of action was found by his daughter among his notes. Whether and
what Siwiec knew about the wave of the 65 or so immolations that occurred between
1963 and the decision of his own self-sacrifice is unclear. There is no mention of the
Vietnamese immolations in the notes, letters and tape recordings that he bestowed to
his wife. Nevertheless, it is uncommon among self-immolators to acknowledge their
model of inspiration. Furthermore, Communist regimes exploited Quang Duc’s death as
anti-American propaganda, so it is quite likely that the information on the Buddhist
protests also circulated in Poland. From the spike of immolations that occurred in
1963-1970, it can be inferred that Siwiec most likely adopted his suicide protest from a
prior one.3

Like Quang Duc, Ryszard Siwiec also saw his suicide protest as a form of radical
awareness making. He carried political leaflets with him that he distributed in the
stadium. He recorded a taped speech warning against the dangers of Communism,
which a friend was supposed to send to Radio Free Europe.4 In short, he meticulously
followed the informal manual of the suicide-as-protest tactic 1) inflicting life-
threatening physical injury upon oneself 2) without harming others 3) in a public space
accompanied by a written declaration 4) and for a collective cause. This suggests that
what inspired him to choose immolation was its remonstrative power, the potential of
inciting others to take action.

So why didn’t they? The reasons why Siwiec’s action stayed inconsequential are
manifold. In Drygas’ documentary, a witness reporting for national television at the
time, is convinced that Siwiec chose the wrong moment. He burned himself during the
dances. The musicians did not stop playing and so the majority of the 100,000 people
were unable to perceive the burning man as a true interruption of the festivities – a
human torch apparently being less of an attention grabber than a Mazurka. Had he
burned himself earlier, say, during the speech of Władysław Gomułka, the spectators
would have been more easily distracted.5 Other witnesses in the documentary, firemen,
paramedics, members of the citizens’ militia (Milicja Obywatelska) and the security
service (Służba Bezpieczeństwa) report that they were paid hush money and decorated
with awards to keep their mouths shut. Failing to attract enough sympathizers and
without the proper media attention, Siwiec’s political message was easily reinterpreted
as “a madman’s act”6. Bad timing and an effective propaganda machine thus turned
Siwiec’s self-sacrifice into a failure.

This story may fit too neatly into the apologetic mind-set of post-Communism, where
the failures of commemoration practices during the 1970s and 1980s are reinterpreted
as communication problems and contemporary acts of remembrance serve as symbolic
reparations. In this context, Maciej Drygas’ documentary can be seen as an early
example of what Sabiene Stach has fittingly called “the canonization of secret heroes”7,
in which a moral transformation takes place with regard to the past. Decreed silence is
reinterpreted as remembrance in silence; the public shaming of insurgents still allows
for a private elation of martyrdom; a lack of active civil disobedience is reconcilable
with latent solidarity.
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While most witnesses in Drygas’ film who did not know Siwiec personally recall that
the protagonist’s sacrifice left them unresponsive, it is notable that they also dissociate
their indifference from political passivity. A majority of the interviewees thus state that
they were not moved by the incident because some external impediment prevented
them from fully appreciating the importance of what was going on. Some were
distracted by the blue sky and the noise, others were too far away or thought it was an
accident. Only one woman admits that she lacked the political consciousness to
comprehend Siwiec’s message, lamenting that it failed because too many were tolerant
of the system. This confirms the observations made by historian Jerzy Eisler, who
described the Polish attitude towards the Soviet invasion as defined by indifference
and silence.8

Drygas makes sure that this shall not happen again by letting Siwiec’s children,
friends, and a priest, Józef Tischner, detail his saint-like personality, political motives
and self-sacrificial intentions. The film thus retroactively establishes Siwiec’s
martyrdom, this time not in a stadium packed with uncomprehending bystanders but
for a TV-audience eager to watch the overcoming of the totalitarian regime. Instead of
letting Siwiec die, once again, unnoticed and in silence, Drygas ends his film with a
slow-motion loop, zooming in on his burning hero – ecce homo. “The timing” for
Siwiec’s second death was perfect. Siwiec could now give his life to save the national
honor and serve his country by delegitimizing the system that had just been overcome.

It may be useful, at this point, to return to Quang Duc’s prototypical self-immolation
and briefly reflect on the aesthetics of martyrdom. As mentioned above, a central
aspect of self-immolations is their performativity. They are carefully planned and
staged in front of a large public and the media (recall that Siwiec wrote a script for his
suicide protest and chose a stadium for its execution).9 The performativity is further
enhanced by the fact that self-burning is essentially symbolic. The self-inflicted
suffering cannot be taken at face value. It is a representation of the suffering caused
by the state. If, then, there is an aesthetic side to self-immolation, its quality or success
not only depends on aesthetic criteria like originality, harmony, beauty, etc. but also on
the right people watching. While many spectators were initially appalled upon seeing
the images of Quang Duc’s suicide protest and some newspapers refused to print them
on moral grounds,10 many also associated the image of the burning monk with a quasi-
religious experience. Thus a Syracuse paper said on seeing it, “If you can publish a
picture of the crucifixion, you can publish this picture.11 John F. Kennedy, for one, is
cited to have exclaimed “Jesus Christ!” upon seeing Malcolm Browne’s photograph.12

Perhaps the monk and the self-sacrifice reminded the president of Sunday school.
Another way of understanding the religious impulse is to think of self-immolation as a
coincidence of opposites. Many thinkers have located religious experience in the
simultaneous coexistence of pairs of opposites.13 This is because in everyday life, we
tend to perceive the world in a more or less coherent narrative free of contradictions.
For instance, I cannot be awake and asleep at the same time. If, however, I do
experience some form of sleepwaking or wakesleeping, I may believe that my
experience has some kind of religious quality because it transcends the ways in which I
am used to seeing the world, that is either awake or asleep.14 So one reason why Quang
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Duc’s self-immolation is so religiously disturbing is not that Quang Duc was a monk,
but because of the coincidence of opposites communicated by the aesthetics of his
martyrdom: laying bare the injustice of suffering through the purity of endurance. The
stoic response to death, the imperceptible reaction to pain and refusal to cry out, all
transcend the ways in which we have learned to experience the world.15 More than
that, the coincidence of these opposites borrows from the imaginative repertoire of
cultures that have traditionally represented the suffering of martyrdom as
transcendent, most obviously depictions of the Passion of Christ in which Jesus is
crucified “…as one feeling no pain.”16 It is in this way that Quang Duc’s suicide protest
can be seen as a transcendent performance and the Western media as an ideal
spectator.

While Ryszard Siwiec’s suicide protest was unable to fulfill either of these two
conditions in 1968, the same cannot be said about Drygas’ second staging of the event.
Indeed, the last still frame on Siwiec’s face borrows directly from the iconography of
Quang Duc, not only by capturing the event in a single photograph but also by
introducing an element of calmness to an otherwise erratic moment. Were it not for
this awe-inspiring effect, the scene would, indeed, look rather profane, the man wildly
flapping his hands to keep away bystanders trying to extinguish the flames. Instead,
the loops, as Basia Lewandowska Cummings has noted for Sight & Sound, work like
“inscriptions of memory”17, the transcendent effect further amplified by the
soundtrack, Paweł Szymański’s Partita III from 1986, which leaves the last still on
Siwiec’s crying face all but unheard.

Fig.1. Officials burning documents (left) and Ryszard Siwiec during the self-
immolation (right).

This is an odd conclusion for a movie that starts with an image of state officials
secretly burning documents in the courtyard of a building (see fig. 1). From this
opening, it would seem that the problem of decreed forgetfulness did not escape
Drygas. By exalting his protagonist into a heroic martyr, however, he gave his audience
an easy access for amending its historical conscience and the post-Communist regime
a pretext for promulgating its liberal agenda. It is incomprehensible to me how film
scholars are still able to interpret films like these in the context of debates around “the
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limits of representation”.18 There is no “limit of representation” in Siwiec’s political
legacy, in the governmental banquets held in his honor, the monuments erected in his
name and the practice of cultural canonization of political martyrs of which Drygas’
film is, intentionally or not, a part. If his film were about the absence of public
awareness and forgetfulness, it would have certainly been more difficult for Czech and
Polish state representatives to show the film in the context of a two-day program
attending the inauguration of a statue in front of the Prague Institute for the Study of
Totalitarian Regimes (Ústav pro studium totalitních režimů) in 2010. It is more likely
that the transcendent aesthetics of Drygas’ film fed into the needs of the Polish society
to claim its own resisting heroes. For the 45th anniversary on September 8, 2013 the
film was screened as a spectacle of reenactment, at the National Stadium, which was
built on top of the 10th-Anniversary Stadium, where the original protest suicide took
place.

Were it not for the immense time difference between Siwiec’s suicide protest and
Drygas’ documentary, the filmmaker’s efforts to mourn his hero could be seen as an
Antigonian effort to defy decreed forgetfulness. By the time Hear My Cry was made,
however, there were no obligations outlawing the mourning of political dissidents. On
the contrary, if anything, an obsession for historical grievances and a canonization of
political martyrs was part of the new political agenda, as it settled accounts with the
past and constructed a sense of identity for the present.
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