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Beginning as an investigation into the apparently disparate events that bookend 
the twentieth and twenty-first century – the collapse of Communism and the 
Islamic Revolution in Iran – Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz traces 
unlikely points of convergence in Iran and Poland’s economic, social, political, 
religious and cultural histories.

Drawing on Slavs and Tatars’ multi-disciplinary practice encompassing 
research, installations, lecture-performances and print media, this publication 
embraces new contributions in the form of essays, interviews, and archival 
presentation on subjects that range from seventeenth-century Sarmatism to 
the twenty-first-century Green Movement, taking in along the way, tales of the 
Polish Exodus, Wojtek the bear, craft, hospitality, Passion plays and taziyeh, 
and the political lessons of a Polish slow burn revolution for contemporary Iran.

Slavs and Tatars is a faction of polemics and intimacies devoted to an area 
east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall of China and is joined 
here by Agata Araszkiewicz, Ramin Jahanbegloo and Adam Michnik, Mara 
Goldwyn, Shiva Balaghi and Michael D. Kennedy.
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Our interest in the improbable affinities of 
poland and iran began rather innocently, 
if cryptically, in 2009. in a missive from 
Berlin, the periodical 032c asked us to think 
about two key dates – 1979 and 1989 – in 
anticipation of the planned celebrations 
marking the twentieth anniversary of the fall 
of the Berlin Wall. so, in true bibliophile form, 
we took the two calendar years as bookends 
to the two major geopolitical narratives of the 
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as we researched these two modern moments, 
the contested 2009 presidential elections in 
iran exposed the limits of political islam, just 
as the rest of the muslim world began to test-
drive its own version. after months of popular 
protest that led to a government crackdown, 
many in the reform movement, in particular the 
green movement, began to look to eastern 
Europe, and especially to Poland’s Solidarność 
during the 1980s, as a successful precedent for 
non-violent civil disobedience. polish authors 
and thinkers hitherto unavailable in persian, 
from Czesław Miłosz to Zygmunt Bauman, 
Wisława Szymborska to Leszek Kołakowski, 
were translated with an urgency unique to those 
determined in Iran to find a historical precedent 
in the slippery stakes of self-determination.
 ‘it’s too soon to say’, to paraphrase zhou 
enlai’s response when asked by nixon about 
the French revolution. if the same could be 
said about the 1979 iranian revolution, our 
decision to focus primarily on the case study 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries: namely, 
communism and political islam. 
 While the former Warsaw pact countries 
– from the gdr to the czech republic, hungary 
to poland – had belatedly ripped a page from 
reagan’s playbook, each trying to take credit 
for the downfall of communism in europe’s own 
backyard, the fireworks marking the thirtieth 
anniversary of the iranian revolution were more 
muddied. like a homeopathic supplement, the 
islamic republic of iran’s impending crisis of 
direction was released with a considerable delay. 
The revolution’s startling speed – not to mention 
unprecedented religious and ideological scope in 
the modern era – was swiftly hardened by a near 
decade-long war of attrition with iraq, backed 
and spurred on by Western powers and gulf 
nations eager to see the power of the first Islamic 
theocracy in a millennium checked. The ensuing 
decades have alternated between reformists and 
hard-liners, in an almost epistomelogical struggle 
to define political Islam in a late capitalist world.
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of poland in 1989 seemed less polemical. 
poland’s non-confrontational, slow-burn 
strike movement Solidarność maintained 
momentum throughout the 1980s without 
the blood-letting witnessed in Budapest, 
1956 or in prague, 1968. Whether it’s the 
political stagnation that slinks forwards today 
in iran, or the baby steps in civil society 
across certain countries of the arab spring, 
the polish 1980s mix of methodical, behind-
the-scenes non-violent disobedience, the 
instrumentalisation of faith as a progressive 
force, and a deft use of compromise, remains 
as relevant today as at any point in the past 
half-century.
 As bona fide contrarians, our bookends 
face outwards, though. They push not against 
an existing series of volumes or particular body 
of knowledge but rather point towards an empty 
shelf, towards a collection of tomes still to be 
written. While 1989 spelt the end of the cold 
War and communism’s ostensible challenge 

to Western liberal democracy, 1979 marked the 
beginning of the next – conceivable successor – 
historical narrative in the shape of political islam. 
The approximation of these two narratives, 
though perhaps at first glance counter-intuitive, 
is not only a fixation of Slavs and Tatars, but also 
of uighurs, Talysh and kurds among others.  
in fact, the list of scholars trying to bridge these 
two ideologies is a storied one. ali shariati’s 
deft mix of marxism and shi’a islam through the 
figure of Abu Dharr, the first Islamic socialist and 
companion of the prophet, provided intellectual 
force in the early days of the iranian revolution. 
meanwhile the late norman o. Brown, professor 
at the university of california, santa cruz and 
scholar of Blake and Joyce, considered islam 
and marxism, ‘two kinds of social criticism 
alive in the world today’. in europe, the French 
professor of political science olivier roy draws 
a convincing correspondence between the 
increasing attraction today of political islam on 
the one hand, and the collapse of traditional 
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left-wing ideologies and labour movements in  
the last two decades on the other.1
 in a historiographic version of Whac-a-mole,  
our comparative look at the iranian revolution 
and Solidarność led us to seek out additional 
episodes of common heritage and cultural 
affinities between the two peoples.The 
contributors’ essays in this book aim to fill in 
some of the gaps in the common histories of 
poland and iran. We hope readers will forgive 
what may seem like a hopscotch across history; 
the very nature of our task – exploring a shared 
heritage between two countries with distinctly 
different cultures, religions, economies and 
geopolitical challenges – belies the exhaustive, 
linear approach better left to scholars of history.
The entangled story of poland and iran dates 

back to the very beginning of the seventeenth 
century, when a polish envoy of armenian 
origin, sefer muratowicz, was sent to persia 
under the premise of purchasing carpets for the 
polish court of king sigismund. if both countries 
had a shared rival in the ottoman empire, 
this enmity wasn’t entirely reciprocated in the 
late-eighteenth century when persia and the 
ottomans were the only two countries not to 
recognise the partition of poland.2 regardless 
of the speculation that muratowicz’s true brief 
was to gather intelligence in advance of a papal 
envoy visit, Persia had already influenced 
poland in ways it could never have imagined, 
via the peculiar lifestyle and ideology known 
as sarmatism. 
 during a relatively enlightened polish-
lithuanian commonwealth, the polish nobility 
ascribed to a myth of origins where their 
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1. ‘And so I end with 
a vision of two kinds 
of social criticism 
alive in the world 
today: Marxism 
and Islam. Two 
still-revolutionary 
forces. Two tired old 
revolutionary horses. 
Neither of them 
doing very well but 

it would be a mistake 
to take any comfort 
from their failure. 
The human race is 
at stake. And they 
both, Marxism and 
Islam, agree on one 
proposition: There 
will be one world or 
there will be none.’ 
Norman O. Brown,

The Challenge of
Islam: The Prophetic
Tradition. Santa
Cruz: New Pacific
Press, 2009. 2. Despite Safavid 

Persia’s various 
entreaties, Poland 
showed little appetite 
for military attacks 
on the Ottomans. 
See Embassy of the 

Republic of Poland 
in Iran, Poland and 
Persia: Pages from 
the History of Polish 
Persian Relations. 
Tehran: Ketab Sara 
Company, 2009. 



ancestors had been a long-lost iranic tribe 
from the Black sea. First popularised by polish 
renaissance geographer maciej miechowita 
(1457–1523) in his Tractatus de duabus Sarmatiis 
(Treatise on the Two sarmatias), sarmatism 
provided the perfect premise for the polish 
szlachta to out-macho what they considered 
their more effetely-dressed Western european 
colleagues by riding horses, carrying swords, 
and getting haircuts worthy of a persian, Tatar, 
chinese, apache, or any other other. The 
phenomenon merits further investigation by 
scholars, researchers, and cultural figures 
alike, as does much of slavic orientalism, 
especially russian and soviet, whose cultural 
and geographic proximity to the subject of study 
complicates the often reductivist discourse 
surrounding saidian orientalism.3 in this volume, 
agata araszkiewicz’s essay sheds some 
much-needed light on sarmatism and namely 
its spectre in recent attempts, post-cold War, 
to draft a coherent polish identity.

nearly a decade ago, iranian-canadian 
philosopher ramin Jahanbegloo was invited 
to guest-edit an issue of Pol-e Firuzeh (The 
Turquoise Bridge), a quarterly periodical that 
has suffered the fate of so much of iran’s 
reformist press, and has since closed down. 
in a farsighted gesture, Jahanbegloo devoted 
his issue to poland, whose transformation 
from a country at the mercy of rival geopolitical 
narratives to a model of self-determination 
clearly resonates with the iranian philosopher, 
but presents him and us with as many questions 
as it does answers. Jahanbegloo’s foresight 
in dedicating the issue to poland has only 
grown more acute in recent years as a critical 
model to understand such complex notions of 
compromise, historical justice, and civil society.4
Jahanbegloo’s interview with adam michnik, 
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3. See Slavs and 
Tatars’ I Utter 
Other, 2014, lecture-
performance,  
50 minutes. 

4. This past, 
however, has also 
been mined and 
leveraged as an 
official policy of 
soft-diplomacy by 
the current Polish 
government in 
initiatives either 

within its own 
vicinity, such 
as Belarus and 
Ukraine (see Eastern 
Partnership Cultural 
Programme) or what 
it considers spirits 
in kind, such as 
Georgia. 



one of the leading figures of the Solidarność 
movement and current editor-in-chief of Gazeta 
Wyborcza – available here for the first time in 
english – puts the advantage of twenty years 
worth of hindsight to hone in on the wrinkles and 
setbacks of Solidarność’s initial goals. 
 if sarmatism and the analysis of 1979 iran 
and 1980s poland allow us to look at the two 
countries’ attempt at self-determination, the 
episode of the polish exodus to iran during 
World War II offers a rare but defining instance 
of large-scale, societal collaboration between 
the two nations. in 1942 and perhaps in the 
only european migration in iran’s history, 
nearly 116,000 polish refugees made their 
way into iran from labour camps in the soviet 
union. more than 13,000 of these were 
children under the age of fourteen, which 
earned the royal city of esfahan the nickname 
‘city of polish children’. one could say that 
the long-standing affection between the 
two countries’ peoples today, five decades 

on, stems from this defining moment. Mara 
goldwyn visits this moment in the two 
countries’ collective history through the story 
of an endearing hamedani bear adopted 
by polish soldiers in general anders’ army 
named Wojtek.
 The elephant, or rather another bear, in 
the room in this story is russia, either in its 
imperial form or its soviet iteration. While 
its repressive political influence in Poland is 
well-known – from partitioning the country 
throughout the eighteenth century to soviet 
control throughout a large part of the twentieth 
– russia’s role in iran is a far more nebulous 
affair. not enough ink has been spilt on the two 
countries’ relations. despite sharing borders 
for much of the twentieth century and trading 
territories over the course of the last three 
centuries, both iran and russia continue to 
face westwards, whether in envy, insecurity, or 
more likely a combination of both. if mentioned 
at all, iran’s relationship with russia only 
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comes up as a counterweight in the cold War 
competition with the united states for the 
country’s alignment and affection. What more 
glaring incarnation of this scholarly blindspot 
than the very establishment of iran’s current 
capital, Tehran, in the north, to a large degree 
a response to encroaching russian imperial 
expansion to the caucasus and central asia 
in the nineteenth century, during a weakened 
Qajar-era persia. 
 For the purposes of this book though, it is the 
1917 russian revolution that squares the triangle 
of three dates – 1979, 1989, and 2009 – at the 
origins of Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite 
Showbiz. 1917 was the opening chapter to 
1989’s closing chapter, as well as a precedent 
of sorts for 1979, which borrowed heavily from 
the anti-imperial, liberationist ideology that had 
fuelled much of the left throughout the twentieth 
century, and a prophetic, uncanny tease for 2009 
and the utter failure of the economic model of 
unregulated, anglo-american capitalism. 

in charting the improbable rapport between 
iran and poland, Friendship of Nations: 
Polish Shi’ite Showbiz seeks to rescue the 
old Soviet notion of дружба народов (literally 
‘friendship between peoplesʼ or ‘fraternity of 
peoplesʼ) from its former, cynical self. One 
of the main ideologies of the USSR, дружба 
народов advocated the principle of harmony 
and cooperation between peoples and 
nations on the path to socialist development. 
a characteristic example of this policy would 
take place during an official ceremony when 
the azeri soviet socialist republic offered a 
rug to the ukrainian soviet socialist republic 
which would respond in kind with a sculpture 
made of wheat. invariably the gifts highlighted 
a nation’s craft, but in a top-down reductionism 
characteristic of so many of the ussr’s 
otherwise seemingly noble policies. slavs 
and Tatars discuss a resolutely grass-roots 
redemption of this policy, investing the logic 
of gifts with a discursive narrative of shared 



experiences, struggles and achievements 
between these two countries in their respective 
drive towards self-determination in the essay 
‘craft as citizen diplomacy’. That certain 
traditions of craftsmanship are shared among 
iranians and poles is perhaps the expression 
of other, less material, affinities between 
catholicism and shi’ism. religion – from 
its political exploitation to its agency in civil 
disobedience movements – is a present and 
deliberate actor in this book. shiva Balaghi 
and michael d. kennedy’s essay on the 
Polish Orientalist Aleksander Chodźko offers 
a unique reading of the confluence of Shi’a 
and catholic dramatic traditions, in the forms 
of the taziyeh and medieval passion play, 
respectively.  
 against a tidal wave of expanding 
emphasis on the visual, the wordsmith’s trade 
is proving itself surprisingly resilient. able to 
carve out entire regions of dry land from the 
flood of language, the wordsmith sees in the 
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combination of letters a soapbox on which 
to stand. For slavs and Tatars, language 
remains a craft unto itself: be it the emphasis 
on process tantamount to handiwork; its ability 
to jam time, and thereby conceal as much as 
reveal, meaning; its talismanic hold on us as 
wholly other, or its sometimes diy aesthetic. 
The performativity of shaping words from 
the composite languages in our otherwise 
linguistically spoilt geographical remit of eurasia 
has been equally important to our research and 
our works. Walter Benjamin defined the natural 
habitat of the storyteller among craftsmen:  
the latter are seen as an especially responsive 
audience, lulled by the repetition of handiwork. 
While the craftsmen might know the past 
and time, the storytellers, often journeymen, 
are experts of distance and space. medieval 
Sufi guilds, which in a heartbeat would have 
extended an invitation to Benjamin as one of their 
own for his rare mix of mysticism and material 
engagement, also linked wordplay with crafts. 



From the tenth century to the present day,  
a unique branch of persian-Tajik literature called 
shahr-āshūb glorified the various artisan trades 
of medieval cities. as odes to the handsome 
youth manning some of these shops, the verses 
were known to cause quite a public storm, 
hence the name shahr-āshūb or shahrangiz 
which translates as ‘city disturbing’ or ‘verses 
troubling a city’, respectively. 
 each chapter in this book opens with  
a selection of shahr-āshūb gathered by mehdi 
keyvani in his excellent study Artisans and Guild 
Life in the later Safavid Period. accompanying 
the verses are aphorisms, slogans, and 
ephemera from eastern europe in the 1980s, 
whose playful, linguistic craftsmanship, not  
to mention a fragrant amorous streak, reveals  
a complex understanding of political, economic, 
and civic resistance as equally intellectual and 
affective. The hand’s trace – so important in 
much of the discourse surrounding craft –  
is perhaps best seen in these texts: from 

anti-Communist graffiti to silkscreened flyers, 
islamic calligraphy to samizdat. The second 
cycle of work, Friendship of Nations: Polish 
Shi’ite Showbiz continues to play a pivotal 
position in our practice: midwifing the evolution 
of our initial interests in excavating hitherto 
overlooked histories into a multiplatform offering, 
more redolent of a souk than an exhibition.5 
To do justice to this intricate story, slavs and 
Tatars turned to a similar fanning out of media: 
from a magazine contribution to a balloon, an 
archive to textile works, public billboards to 
lectures, publication to craft-specific sculptures. 
This volume is only the latest installment in this 
research. 
 perhaps most importantly, Friendship of 
Nations has compelled us to consider shared 
history as an expression of hospitality – if not 
generosity itself. iran and poland’s relationship 
is not merely one determined by the cold-War 

2120

5. Slavs and Tatars’ 
monograph Mouth to 
Mouth (2017, Walter 
König) includes all 
eight cycles of the 

artists’ practice, 
including their most 
recent: Pickle Politics.



stalwarts of russia and the united states. it’s  
a pity that allegiances in general are conceived 
as singular, exclusive affairs. 
 as the endgame of loyalty only gains in 
severity the higher up the scale one climbs, 
the more we must struggle to keep blurred the 
boundaries of where one nation’s, one people’s, 
or one ideology’s history begins and another 
one’s ends. Woe to the hapless immigrant, 
who finds themself caught between devotion 
to home and host country, mother tongue and 
second language, former and future passport. 
The proliferation of allegiances – to languages, 
histories, beliefs – keeps us on our toes, 
constantly negotiating the pitfalls at the heart 
of monogamous polemics and brittle identity 
politics. if we are steadfast believers in sticking 
to the singular in our love lives, then surely 
our affections for places, peoples, histories, 
languages and countries could and should 
escape the girdle of the singular and unique and 
spill, joyously, into the plural and polyphonic.

slavs and Tatars cannot think of a better means 
to pounce, once and for all, on the relentless 
recourse to identity politics than to divert it with 
too many devotions, indulge and overburden 
it by pledging one’s heart and mind to several 
places, until the desire to define as one or the 
other collapses, ceremoniously, buckling under 
the weight of several sympathies masquerading 
instead as so many ands. 
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phanTom 

agaTa
araszkieWicz
TranslaTed By 
soren gauger 

If we take the long view of Poland’s history – including the century 
or so when it vanished off the map of Europe – we find that the 
stress falls on the paradigm of independence.1 Poland came into 
its own in times of crisis, not in peace. Though the latter did exist, 
the dozen or so years following the political transformation of 1989 
have shown that national identity was, and continues to be, in a 
severe state of crisis. 
 On 4 June 2009, twenty years after Communism collapsed in 
Poland, a gilded Polish aircraft landed in Brussels. On board were 
hundreds of emissaries from Poland clad in gold jumpsuits, residents 
of an apartment building in a workers’ district of Warsaw. This was 
an action devised by Paweł Althamer, a leading Polish artist. His 
idea was to thrust the average man into the limelight, into the cogs 
of History, to strike a blow in a historical debate in the ‘fight’ for an 
awareness of Polish history in the West. 
 The Poles marched through the city in an exotic procession, 
stopping at important sites, such as the European Union buildings 
and the old town’s main square. The jumpsuits carried a slogan: ‘It all 
began in Poland’. The significance of this parade was perhaps lost on 
the inhabitants of Brussels as they were already quite accustomed to 
demonstrations, though when the hungry pilgrims ate Belgian fries in 
the square, curious passers-by stopped to ask what brand they were 
advertising. 

my heart is captive to the 
brocade weaver, 
in whose hand every thread is 
a noose.

like a piece of brocade, i made 
his shop my abode, 
and since that time my skirt is of 
course being filled with roses.

look to china

24

The Brocade Weaver

1. A reference to the three 
consecutive partitions of 
eighteenth century Poland 
by the surrounding powers 
(Russia, Prussia and Austria), 
a divvying process that 
whittled the Polish state down 
to literally nothing. Poland 
vanished for 123 years, until 
the end of World War I, when it 
regained its statehood.
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‘Today communism has ended  
in poland…’ 

Twenty years before, on 4 October 1989, a famous Polish actress 
appeared on television to comment on the triumph of the underground 
Solidarity movement in the country’s first semi-free elections. She was 
visibly moved as she said: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, today Communism 
has ended in Poland.’ Indeed, Solidarity and the famed Round Table 
chiselled the first cracks in the Berlin Wall. But given the legacy of this 
unlikely success story, why, after two decades, are Poles still so adamant 
about claiming their place in the West? Do they feel trumped by their 
mightier neighbours, the Germans? Or is it that they feel a lack of 
confidence about their position, and so need to be forever reasserting it?
 The Poles were the leaders in post-Communist change in Central 
and Eastern Europe. In light of this, Althamer’s action has, all the traits of 
an inferiority complex, a compulsive persistence in reiterating its place in 
the avant-garde to prove its superiority. One might think that the Poles’ 
instrumental role in the events of 1989 would have prompted the nation 
to contemplate a long-term democratic vision, to establish a modern state, 
but for various reasons, this has not been the case. 
 In fact, in 1989’s wake, there has been a xenophobic climate 
and a renewed sense of being a ‘fortress under siege’. For example, 

26 27

above left: Beginning of 
Round Table talks in Warsaw, 
6 February 1989. photo by 
Jacek marczewski 

above right: The Kaczyński 
brothers starring in the 
1962 film, O dwóch takich, 
co ukradli księżyc (The Two 
Who Stole the Moon). source: 
east news

right: 1772, the first partition 
between Russia, Austria 
and Prussia. Here Catherine 
II, Joseph II and Frederick 
the Great, respectively, 
divide the spoils. Illustration 
by Nicolas Noël Le Mire 
and Jean-Michel Moreau 
le Jeune, 1773. source: 
Wikipedia

it is frequently recalled nowadays that Poland was ‘handed over 
to Stalin’ during World War II, and oppressed by the eighteenth- 
century Prussian, Russian, and Austrian partitioning forces. Instead 
of seeing themselves as agents of change who could, and can, 
take responsibility for the future, Poles once again collectively see 
themselves as victims of history – this time colonised by western 
capitalism. Unable to confront the present, they flee into the past. 
History has been brought into politics (particularly during the 
Kaczyński brothers’ term in office) and political debates particularly 
revolve around Catholic customs and world-views.2 
 Under Soviet occupation and earlier in the partition era, Poles 
had created no deep-rooted structures for making their newly 

negoTiaTing 
curves

in the 1980s an un-
precedented coalition 
of intellectuals, blue-

collar workers, and 
the catholic church 
banded together to 
oppose the com-
munist rule, calling 
itself Solidarność, 
under the leadership 
of Lech Wałęsa. After 

a decade marked 
by strikes, repres-
sions, underground 
leaflets, and a Mar-
tial law period, the 
events concluded 
with the now-historic 
1989 round Table 

meeting in Warsaw, 
wherein the ruling 
government began to 
concede power to the 
solidarity movement, 
and poland took its 
first step towards de-
mocracy. 

douBle 
TrouBle

The Kaczyński 
twins, lech and 
Jarosław, enjoyed a 
controversy-riddled 
stint as president 
and prime minister of 
poland, respectively, 
in 2006-07 before 
the surviving brother 
Jarosław led his PiS 
(law and Justice) 

party back to power in 
the 2015 presidential 
and parliamentary 
elections. The twin 
brothers first made 
their names as 
child actors, then as 
participants in the 
round Table of 1989, 
before emerging as 
an early vanguard 
of xenophobic, 
reactionary populism 
in the early 2000s. 
The party’s first 
term in power was 

deeply divisive: 
marked by a wave of 
trials attempting to 
expose professors, 
journalists and public 
figures suspected of 
being spies during 
the communist era. 
in recent years, they 
wear the mantle of 
an illiberal order with 
pride: railing against 
refugees, vegetarians 
and bikers with equal 
amounts of foam 
at the mouth. in 

doing so, they have 
managed to breathe 
worrisome new life 
into visegrád: an old 
alliance comprising 
poland, hungary, 
czech republic, and 
slovakia with little in 
common beyond a 
marked islamophobia. 

2. Some of the first laws of 
the new system were a ban on 
abortion and the introduction 
of Catholic religion classes into 
schools.



independent country autonomous and forward-thinking, and now 
have simply gotten lost in the transformation to capitalism. Recent 
nostalgia for the past has in no way responded to identity issues; 
all that has emerged is a megalomanic compulsion for opening old 
wounds and praising them as victories. Did Althamer know what he 
was after in Brussels? What, in essence, did his declaration of the Polish 
superiority/  inferiority complex do, if not question history, or express 
a collective uncertainty about Polish identity? But is this the way to 
found an identity? And moreover: Who ‘stole’ the Poles’ history?

looking Boldly inTo The pasT:  
The gold JumpsuiT and The sarmaTian 
‘golden era’

The choice of costume in Althamer’s ‘fight against history’ was 
significant. The artist has professed his fascination for the Dogons 
of Mali, a people with a remarkable knowledge of astronomy, who 
believe themselves to be descendents of aliens from outer space; the 
choice of costume was a tribute of sorts to Dogon mythology. The 
implications of this were twofold: on the one hand, the ‘exoticism’ 
in the choice of costume, with its colonial connotations, was 
reaching for distant parallels. On the other, there was a clear analogy 
to another aspect of Polish history and collective memory: the 
phenomenon of Sarmatism. 
 At the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
the Polish nobility began to proclaim Asian ancestry, declaring 
themselves to be descendents of the Sarmatians, an ancient tribe of 
Iranian nomads and shepherds who were believed to have come to 

Central and Eastern Europe by way of the Volga and Don valleys 
around 100 AD. The word ‘Sarmatism’ went on to define a culture 
that characterised these very Polish nobles until Poland was 
partitioned. 
 Its dominant traces could later be seen in nineteenth – century 
Polish Romanticism, a movement that addressed the task of 
nurturing Polish culture in the state’s period of non-existence. The 
myth endured, along with all its accoutrements (clothing, behaviour, 
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above left: Piłsudski, The 
Liberator by Stanisław 
Szukalski, 1936. source: 
Stanisław Sukalski, Inner 
portraits, 2001

above right: Common Task by 
Paweł Althamer, Brussels, 
2009. photo by krzysztof 
kozanowski. source: the artist 
and open art projects

The adamanT 
aTavisT

some researchers 
maintain that the 
religious and ethical 
life of the early 
slavs bears marked 
traces of beliefs from 
the iranian east, 
while the ancient 
slavic linguistic 
sphere facilitated 
communication in a 
single, indo-european 
language. echoes 
of these convictions 
are to be found in the 

work of the eccentric 
polish-american artist 
Stanisław Szukalski, 
a.k.a. stach of Warta 
(1893 –1987) or the 
‘ultra-nationalist 
sarmatian’. he 
created a kind of 
pseudo-science 
called zermatism 
that drew directly 
from sarmatism. 
he believed that the 
primordial language of 
the world was polish, 
and the primordial 
lands of the polish 
sarmatians was a 
place called zermatt, 
in switzerland (they 

themselves came 
from the easter 
islands). he published 
around forty books 
on zermatism, which 
he illustrated himself, 
being a painter 
and graphic artist. 
he campaigned 
for the idea of 
creating ‘neurope’, 
a europe without 
Western states, 
and predicted the 
voluntary polonisation 
of germanic and 
romance peoples 
and a common 
religion, which was 
to be the pagan 

cult of the slavic 
deity svetovid. 
This came from the 
sarmatian ideology 
of superstitions, 
providing the impulse 
for fascinating 
artwork – an imperial-
pagan style image of 
what are principally 
mythical beings. 
szukalski had his 
pupils and admirers, 
among them the actor 
leonardo di caprio, 
who owns a collection 
of his work.

right: Early mid-sixteenth 
century woodcut map 
showing ‘Ancient Sarmatia’. 
source: claudius ptolemaeus, 
Tabula Asiae II, and: alte-
landkarten.de 

Below: Oldest known 
illustration of Delija, the 
Serbian Gusar, from 1586 
(early hussar). source: 
nicolas de nicolay, Les quatre 
premiers livres des navigations 
et peregrinations orientales and 
lccn.loc.gov



vote, and the king in turn was to grant the nobility further privileges. 
Such a system has been called ‘noble democracy’, even if the nobility 
accounted for less than ten per cent of the nation – a number that was, 
nonetheless, impressive. At the risk of sounding anachronistic, one 
might say that the Polish nobility were nurturing a feudal hierarchy, 
which allowed them to enjoy an exceptionally privileged position in 
their own country at the expense of the bourgeoisie and the peasants, 
justifying this state of existence with their ‘ethnic difference’.
 The Sarmatian myth was also a military one, drawing on the 
bellicose nature of the ancient Sarmatians, and expansion was focused 
towards the East. The apogee of Sarmatian power in Poland was in 
1600, when its territory stretched ‘from [the Baltic] sea to [the Black] sea’. 
Such imperial ambitions were expressed in the Dmitriads (1609 –13), 
failed attempts to put a Pole on the Czar’s throne through attacks on the 
Kremlin, which culminated in the Polish-Russian War of 1609 –18.  
A recent Russian film, 1612, alludes to the comparatively ‘advanced’ 
Polish civilisation of the time. In the film, Russian children call the attack 
of the Polish Hussars (heavily armed knights on horseback whose 
feathered wings made a loud whistling sound) ‘the invasion of angels’.3
 But the crowning glory of military Sarmatia was the ‘bulwark 
of Christianity’ dogma, which rested on the belief that Poland was 
Europe’s shield from the Muslims, securing the Roman Catholic world 
from the East. It made no difference that the Sarmatian identity itself 
apparently drew from the alien forces it was said to be keeping at bay 
– their culture seemingly absorbed this contradiction without question. 
The belief in being the last Christian bulwark was also linked to a sense 
of being a ‘chosen nation’ – a brand of Sarmatian messianism that only 
strengthened from the seventeenth century onward. 
 Before the Polish empire began to shrink, however, conclusively 
losing its struggle with Russia for dominance in Eastern Europe in the 
late-seventeenth century, Poland had a rare long stretch of peace and 

art, into the latter half of the nineteenth century. But at that point 
it was more a literary phenomenon, with its historical genealogy 
being established by the popular ‘Sarmatian’ novels of Nobel Prize 
winner Henryk Sienkiewicz, and his nationalist Trilogy. By the 
early twentieth century, when Polish sovereignty was restored, 
nearly one-third of society claimed noble origins, and the Sarmatian 
character underwent even further transformations after World War 
II: the ‘classless’ society under Soviet rule paradoxically identified 
with ‘the greatness’ of the nobility. It continues to define Polish 
mentality to this day.
 The ancient geographer Ptolemy of Alexandria (second century 
AD) wrote of the Sarmatians, discriminating between European and 
Asian Sarmatia. It was to this source that fifteenth-century Polish 
chronicler Wincenty Kadłubek appealed, as did Renaissance writers 
such as Maciej Miechowita (1457–1523) and Marcin Kromer (1512– 89). 
In describing the Sarmatians’ ‘driven’ expansion, it was the latter who 
established the myth that suggested the Sarmatians’ foreign origins made 
them predestined to rule Poland and Europe’s Eastern borderlands, 
thus revealing a crypto-colonial aspect. That is, in Sarmatian identity, 
foreignness became a mark of superiority and allowed the nobles to 
exercise a colonial control over their own people; the regalia of the East 
paradoxically came to signify the presence and authority of the West.

WesTern easTern-ness and 
easTern WesTern-ness 

It was in the late sixteenth century, with the advent of free elections, 
that Sarmatian culture began to blossom. The noble parliaments had 
declared the right to elect a king, often from abroad, by unanimous 30 31

right: Atak husarii, Chocim 
(Hussars attack, Chocim),  
by Stanisław Kaczor 
Batowski. source: pinakoteka.
zascianek.pl

3. Poles were shown as bloody 
despots in this film.  
The Russian nationalism 
doubtless stirred Polish 
nationalism, which goes to 
explain the film’s absence in 
Polish cinemas.

right: Daniel Olbrychski 
in Potop (The Deluge) by 
Jerzy Hoffman, 1974, based 
on Sienkiewicz’s novel of 
the same title. This actor 
was later recognised for his 
Sarmatian temperament, 
showing up at the opening 
of the Uklański’s exhibition 
Naziści (Nazis) in Warsaw’s 
Zachęta National Gallery 
of Art in 2000 with a sword 
from Potop. Outraged, he 
cut down a still of himself 
playing a Nazi. source: 
Filmoteka narodowa and 
fototeka.fn.org.pl

above: Alexander Guagnini’s 
1583 study, Sarmatiae 
Europeae Descriptio, Qvae 
Regnvm Poloniae, Litvaniam, 
Samogitiam, Rvssiam, 
Massoviam, Prvssiam, 
Pomeraniam, Livoniam,  
Et Moschoviae, Tartariaeqve 
partem complectitur



prosperity throughout most of its kingdom. This allowed the pastoral 
model of the nobleman’s life to thrive. It was focused around the home 
– the noble manor.4 The rhythm of life was deeply ritualised, promoting 
a family existence and affirming itself in repetition; less ‘play’ than 
‘performance’. The countless feasts, balls, banquets, weddings, 
carnivals, sleigh rides, hunting expeditions, duels, indulgences, and 
courts showed us something else: the Sarmatians’ lifestyle delighted 
in a sense of extravagance that was, and is, considered a facet of their 
hot-blooded ‘Asiatic’ temperament. This continues to be reflected in 
the Polish language. Even today, a sarmacki gest (a Sarmatian gesture) is 
showy and proud, with a transparent and somewhat foolhardy desire 
to impress. There are many other analogues in present-day Poland, not 
least of all Althamer’s golden-clad visitors in Brussels.  

The larger-than-life aspect of the Sarmatian culture was further 
demonstrated in the pomp and ostentation of their theatrical garb. 
Szymon Starowolski, an old Polish Sarmatian poet, described it as 
follows:

Gaudy as a woodpecker is the Pole, gold, frivolous, feathered,
Trashy stones sparkle, and thoughts soar aloft.

Fur coats, żupan robes, pagan coifs,
Beyond the imagination – and thus grows excess, the Lord’s miracle.

The main focus in the myth of Sarmatian glory has been a turn towards 
the past and a nostalgic preservation of memory: the ‘golden era’ has 
long passed, and now we are living in less colourful times. Over the 
course of the seventeenth century, as the country crumbled and its 
system degenerated, Sarmatian propaganda upheld the conviction 
that this first version of the Polish Republic was the continent’s 
‘granary’, and as such, indispensable to Europe.5 Its political system 
(the above-mentioned noble democracy) was thought to be so perfect 

that only maintaining the status quo could ensure its wellbeing.
We can now see the twin streams of Polish culture, its internal split 
identity – western eastern-ness and eastern western-ness – and its 
growing distance from Western civilisation. As the Polish culture expert 

32 33

above: Hussar warrior 
figurine. source: 
planetdiecast.com 

above right: Battle of Vienna 
by Martino Altomonte, 
commissioned by Jan III 
Sobieski, seventeenth 
century. source: lviv national 
art gallery 

right: Apotheosis of Jan III 
Sobieski surrounded by his 
family by Henri Gascar, 
1691. Source: Janusz Wałek, 
A History of Poland in Painting, 
1988

4. Architecture in this period 
favoured the Western classicist 
style, particularly the porch 
with tympanum supported by 
columns.

5.  This phrase is, at present,  
a particularly threadbare cliché 
memorised by schoolchildren 
in relation to this period of 
Polish history. 

The Fashion oF 
The Foreigner

The excess and 
fondness for 
furs, jewels, and 
decorative weapons 
demonstrated a 
powerful ottoman 
influence. The 
sarmatian nobleman 
delighted in persian 
carpets and wall 
hangings in his 
manor; his cuisine 
was dominated by 
pepper and saffron, 
and he wore eastern 
garb, which became 
the polish national 
dress. over his żupan 

robe he placed a 
kontusz outer garment 
with wide sleeves or 
a fur-lined delia when 
it grew cold; shalwar 
kameez for the legs, 
the head was covered 
with a kalpak with 
heron feathers, and  
a sabre was strapped 
to the belt (this was 
characteristic of the 
nomadic peoples of 
asia, as opposed to 
the european sword). 
The key element 
was the colourful 
belt that tied the 
kontusz, known as 
a Słuck belt, as the 
most famous ones 
came from the town 
of Słuck, now Slutsk 

in Belarus. a long 
and wide silk band, 
richly ornamented 
with Turkish and 
persian patterns, 
was mandatory on 
the belts of specially 
trained servants. 
Słuck belts were 
made by local 
manufacturers 
(persians), but mills in 
Turkey and in lyons 
also supplied the 
polish nobility.
 The dominant 
hairstyle was the 
shaved skull with 
a sprig of hair in 
the shape of a 
topknot. Faces were 
ornamented by brash, 
bushy moustaches.  

In attempting to affirm 
a separate idiom 
for their identity, 
the sarmatian 
style turned to the 
‘barbarism’ or anti-
modernity of the 
east, rejecting the 
‘civilised’ fashions of 
the Western salons. 
during the famous 
Battle of vienna in 
1683, when king Jan 
iii sobieski dealt a 
crushing blow to the 
ottoman empire, the 
polish divisions were 
so indistinguishable 
from the Turks that 
they had to decorate 
their helmets with 
straw to tell the sides 
apart. 



sarmaTism on 
The couch

in The Phantom 
Body of the King, the 
king’s ‘political body’, 
overruled by the 
elective nobility, was 
seen as insubstantial. 
With the republic in 
its death throes, the 
nobility’s horrendous 
sumptuousness 
enacted, in a 
psychoanalytical 
sense, an excess 
of pleasure. This 
resulted from the 
nobility’s seizure 
of power, and the 
execution of the king/
father-figure. The 
noble democracy 
as a ‘community 
of brethren lords’, 

among whom the king 
was merely the primus 
inter pares, began to 
evolve as a lawless, 
inbred organisation 
of bon vivants. in 
its physicality this 
pleasure was chiefly 
oral, as shown, on 
the one hand, by the 
prominent bellies 
(some scholars speak 
of the ‘autonomisation 
of the sarmatian 
belly’), and on the 
other by the primacy 
of oral forms of 
rhetoric (the old polish 
swada, or gift of the 
gab) and literature 
(its main genre is the 
noble gawęda, or 
raconteur tale). From 
the very beginning, 
it was less capitalist 
desires that fuelled 
the nobility than 

conservative, quasi-
feudal drives.
These pleasures 
centred on drive-
mechanisms indicate 
the conservatism of 
the nobility. at the 
heart of this was a 
longing to restore lost 
dignity, which became 
focused around the 
death drive. 
 among the 
ceremonies of the 
nobility funeral rituals 
took pride of place. 
Their preparations 
sometimes took 
years. The religious 
ceremonies were 
preceded by a 
procession, headed 
by the archimimus 
with the deceased 
lying in his arms.  
The most outstanding 
examples of 

sarmatian art are 
coffin portraits. Their 
task was to portray 
the deceased as 
being as ‘animated’ as 
possible, to conjure 
his physical presence. 
even the funeral rites 
show the nobility as 
cocksure and satisfied 
with their privileges. 
 The thanatic cult 
is further depicted 
by the sarmatians’ 
special attention to 
the libidinal nature 
of death and the 
unconscious desire 
for self-destruction. 
The partitions carried 
out by the three axis 
powers (with the 
active contribution of  
a few polish 
magnates) only 
reinforced this 
syndrome. 

Maria Janion wrote in Niesamowita Słowiańszczyzna (Uncanny Slavdom), 
the Orient was fashionable in the West as well, but in Poland it was more 
than an exotic ornament; it was the foundation of Sarmatian culture. 
 While it has been mainly Western influences that were visible in 
Polish literature, architecture, and science, the model of everyday life, 
style, mentality, and manner of functioning were saturated with the 
East. Confident of their identity, Sarmatians soaked up eastern-ness, 
and simultaneously questioned their western-ness.

From empire To periphery: 
Folk culTure in place oF moderniTy

Nonetheless, modern historians of European civilisation agree: 
the last time Poland resembled a moderately developed Western 
European country was in the fifteenth century. From the Sarmatians’ 
time onward, the gap between civilisations began to widen, 
leading to the present lag, sometimes called ‘the development of 
underdevelopment’. This concerned not only economic factors, but 
social dynamics and living standards in general. The Sarmatian myth 
came about (and endures to this day) as a compensatory myth. 
 Poles are fond of saying that Sarmatian culture spread its 
influence far and wide – to Wallachia, Russia, and Prussia – because it 
embraced other cultures. But its real attractiveness to others, beyond 
its Baroque decorum is difficult to establish. Justifying their superiority 
on the basis of ‘foreign’ ancestry, the Sarmatians behaved towards 
their own peasants and towards the Eastern lands they subjugated as 
the Spanish conquistadors did in America, as if ‘summoned by God’.
  In spite of its wasteful splendours and ostentatious 
extravagance, Sarmatism was profoundly based on lack. This has 
been compellingly shown by the young Polish cultural historian  

Jan Sowa in his work Fantomowe ciało króla. Peryferyjne zmagania z 
formą (The Phantom Body of the King: Peripheral Struggles
with Form), writing ‘The unusual Polish model of statehood – the noble 
democracy: turned out to be more like a model lack of statehood’. The 
backwards feudalism of the Sarmatian farmsteads and the absence 
of attributes that characterise early modern development such as the 
flourishing of cities, a monetary system, industry, reinforces the notion of 
Polishness-as-lack. Meanwhile, Sarmatian Poland strove to represent the 
West in the eyes of the East, which it saw as a space to affirm its identity 
and its roots in the symbolic structures of Western European civilisation. 
 But with its fiery devotion and serfdom, Poland bore scant 
resemblance to a Western culture. Instead of seeing the chaos that 
plagued their country, the Sarmatians wallowed in delusions of 
superiority, distant origins, and a special calling. Though the slogans 
‘granary of Europe’ and ‘bulwark of Christianity’ were meant to 
enhance Poland’s role as pivotal, both images only reinforced its 
place as a peripheral outpost of Western civilisation. As such, the 
Republic was founded on this lack, and dressed up in the folk decor of 
splendour and excess.
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above left: Sarcophagus of 
Jan Karol Opaliński, 1695.  
He was a Polish starost 
(elder) and kasztelan 
(constable) of Poznań. 
Source: Opaliński Castle 
museum

above right: Danse Macabre, 
sixteenth century, detail. 
source: marek rostworowski, 
Polaków Portret własny, 1983

Vestments: chasuble, 
maniple, stole, seventeenth 
century. source: Joanna 
dziubkowa, Vanitas, Portret 
trumienny na tle Sarmackich 
Obyczajów Pogrzebowych, 
1996



Now we shall turn to bringing this folk history up to date. Here we 
can frame Sarmatism as a tale of Polish greatness, and reanalyse 
the history of its culture from a new, post-colonial perspective – as 
a rich tradition of Baroque poetry, memoir literature, political and 
historiosophical thought, and material culture. 

solidariTy: modernisaTion and 
sarmaTian culTure

Over the past three hundred years Poland has been under 
the constant threat of ‘becoming absent’. It is curious that the 
three eighteenth-century partitions that resulted in the loss of 
independence occurred with such repetition, like a truth that 
demanded to be recognised. Some historians also point to an 
earlier partition, the Treaty of Radnot in 1656. This was signed in 
the seventeenth-century’s period of greatest turmoil, dividing the 
country between Sweden, Prussia, and Ukraine. And in the twentieth 
century, the long duration of World War II caused yet another 
repetition of the partitions: Austria united with the Third Reich and 
Bolshevik Russia divvied up Polish lands more or less according to 
the borders of the eighteenth-century partitions. If we acknowledge 
World War II as essentially a holdover of the conflict that erupted 
during World War I, we could say that there were five partitions on 
which Polish modernity is symbolically founded. 6

 That is to say, we are dealing with five repetitions of 
colonisation, along with Poland’s denial of its own history as a 
coloniser, Sarmatian superciliousness, countless national uprisings, 
spilled blood, and the Polish complex of being the lone victim.  
A national sense of martyrdom, founded on a myth of superiority and 
a refusal to acknowledge reality, became early modern Poland’s most 
enduring myth. The greater the misfortunes, the more conservatively 
they were explained. 

We find critical attempts to re-evaluate Poland’s misfortunes in 
Romanticism: the country’s most important Romantic bard, Adam 
Mickiewicz, redefined Polish messianism in terms of a freedom-
oriented, egalitarian, universalising ideology which was executed 
in practice in the United States by one of Poland’s most famous 
insurgents, Tadeusz Kościuszko. With the increasing degradation 
of ‘Polishness’ under the partitions, however, the more workaday, 
‘epigonic’ version of messianism triumphed, founded on Poles’ 
morbid delight in their own suffering.
 To present a balanced view in our summary of the 
contemporary national Polish identity, we might say that Solidarity 
was the first grass-roots movement to begin reshaping the Polish 
paradigm, to conquer the haunting memory of the partitions, and 
to modernise the country. A mass social movement, at its peak it 
numbered over ten million people. It drew from the union traditions, 
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right: Portrait of Adam 
Mickiewicz on the cliff 
of Judah by Walenty 
Wańkowicz, 1828. source: 
national museum in Warsaw

Far right: Slavs and Tatars, 
In the Name of God, 2013, 
acrylic paint, linen, cotton, 
112 × 108 cm. Based on a 
motto by Joachim Lelewel

Slavs and Tatars, Hip to be 
Square, 2010, original vinyl 
and sleeve, marker, screen 
print, 18 × 18 cm

pulled in all 
direcTions

in the eighteenth 
century, after a time 
colonising the east in 
the name of the West, 
poland was then torn 
between two Western 
superpowers (prussia 
and austria) and an 

eastern one (russia). 
its western-ness was 
undermined by the 
encyclopaedists and 
the enlightenment. 
diderot wrote of the 
‘polish philistine’, 
while rousseau 
seemed to be 
praising but ultimately 
rebuking the polish 

system. at the time, 
saxon porcelain 
manufacturers in 
meissen produced 
figurines of Polish 
sarmatians among 
other exotic series 
including africans, 
Tatars, and even 
monkeys. of the 
sarmatian virtues, 

there remained 
recollections of 
the loutishness of 
‘cavaliers’ and their 
contempt for public 
good. 

polish 
messianism and 

marTyrdom
 

some of 
mickiewicz’s ideas 
stressing a slavic 
yearning for freedom 
in accounts of polish 
history were based 
on the theses of 
Joachim lelewel 
(1789 –1861), 
one of the most 
important theorists 

of polish romantic 
historiosophy.
  The concept 
evolved as part 
of a national and 
social revolutionary 
movement 
accentuating the 
polish national 
character’s historical 
greatness and sense 
of responsibility. 
emphasising 
the polish desire 
for sacrifice in 
defending itself from 
harm incurred by 

other nations,  
it imagined itself as 
the propagator of 
Western democracy 
and republican 
values in the slavic 
sphere. mickiewicz 
employed these 
ideas extensively 
during his legendary 
parisian lectures 
at the collège de 
France, and just 
before his death, 
a supranational 
military unit known 
as the Jewish 

legion was formed 
in Turkey to realise 
them.
 This tradition 
gave rise to 
one of poland’s 
most important 
independence 
slogans: ‘For our 
freedom and yours’ 
– establishing the 
poles’ readiness to 
take part in armed 
conflicts around the 
world during the 
period of poland’s 
nonexistence.

Copy of Augustus III figurine 
made in Meissen, Germany, 
1910. source: national 
museum in kraków

6. During the period that 
followed World War I, Poland 
regained its independence and 
was again politically fixated on 
its myth of eastward expansion, 
seeking to restore its ‘eastern 
borderlands’.



and became more than a political movement – it was a general 
world-view, a way of thinking and being. If, however, we approach 
Solidarity from a cultural perspective, and not in terms of political 
science, i.e., the struggle against the totalitarian system, we see that 
this was less a march towards modernity than a return of the old 
Sarmatian dilemmas.

The Jean JackeT and 
The pope pen 

Solidarity’s resistance to the Sovietisation of the public sphere 
effused the ‘Western’ style. They listened to Western ‘freedom’ 
radio stations, and their style of dress clearly drew from Western 
counter-culture. An example of this was the famous jean jacket 
Adam Michnik7 wore in the three photographs documenting his 
arrest in 1965.8 Similarly, the significance of the famous ‘resistor’,  
a piece of electrical equipment pinned on lapels as a sign of 
political resistance, can be seen as stressing ‘Westernness’ against 
the East. The very iconography of the Solidarity symbol, according 
to its designer, Jerzy Janiszewski, drew from the typography of the 
American hippie movement of the 1970s and the Victory sign.
 The ‘visual’ fascination with the West culminates in a poster 
by Tomasz Sarnecki with John Wayne from High Noon, declaring 
the victory of Solidarity.9 This ‘oscillation toward the culture of 
the superheroes of the western movies,’ as contemporary artist 
Zuzanna Janin put it, the ironic play on power notwithstanding, 
also showed the crypto-colonial longings inscribed in the myth of 
Solidarity.10 

 Meanwhile, the lack within it was indicated by a peculiar 
line of clothing by Polish fashion designer Ewa Minge (Solidarity, 
Spring/ Summer 2011), inspired by Solidarity and made in 2010 

for the thirtieth anniversary of New York Fashion Week. Minge 
designed shirts, jeans, purses, and even bottles and sunglasses with 
the Solidarity logo. The simple, classic forms and graphic alterations 
indicated the mental and formal void in the legacy of Solidarity, 
whose history had become an advertising ploy, a hollow skeleton key 
left over from a profoundly undigested political victory.
 This was most fully expressed in the famous image of 
Solidarity leader Lech Wałęsa signing the August treaty to end 
the strike in the Gdańsk shipyard in 1980 with an enormous Pope 
John Paul II pen and a picture of the Częstochowa Mother of God 
on his lapel. The image was fundamentally Sarmatian – the future 
President had a prominent moustache, the pen recalled a sword 
(the press wrote that it ‘symbolised the unity and faith of the Polish 
nation’), while the Black Madonna had once been said to defend 
Poland from a foreign attack. In this image the Sarmatian ‘bulwark 
dogma’ returned with a vengeance. The message was clear: in 
spite of the adversities the Polish nation was boldly lifting its head, 
defending itself against the ‘Eastern element’ of Central Europe, 
which it both belonged to and led.
 The Sarmatian stereotype ceased to be perceived as a model 
of higher culture and acquired a ‘private’ dimension through the 
Communist authorities, who peddled myths of the nation’s onetime 
greatness (à la Sienkiewicz) to placate the ‘adjusted’ society. The year 
Solidarity was born, society merged with this stereotype, as modern-
day cultural critic Przemysław Czapliński wrote in his The Remains of 
Modernity: ‘The workers’ rallies and noble parliaments modelled on 
democracy, androcentric and saturated with a powerful cult of the 
Virgin Mary, based on the negation of politics, treating tradition as an 
intrinsic value, and selecting Catholicism, the family, patriotism, and  
a passion for freedom from this tradition, Solidarity was an astonishing 
ally to modernity and Sarmatism.’ We are struck by the Solidarity 
understanding of politics, described by researcher Sergiusz Kowalski: 
politics as a field of dirty ‘intrigues and falsehoods’, which can only be 
counteracted by ‘a common goal and clear moral values, based on love 
for one’s neighbour and respect for the Cross.’ 38 39

7. A key figure of the Polish 
Solidarity underground, 
friend of Vaclav Havel and 
currently the head of Poland’s 
most influential left-wing 
newspaper, Gazeta Wyborcza.

8. In the 1990s a glossy 
women’s magazine wrote about 
the same jacket, oblivious to its 
significance, putting Michnik 
on its list of ‘worst dressed 
men’. They wrote: ‘the same 
scruffiness fails to charm us 
years later; it saddens us’.

9. Commenting on the 
absence of underground female 
activists in the Solidarity myth, 
Croatian artist Sonia Iveković 
put the figure of a woman 
in the centre of the poster in 
Solidarity’s Invisible Women 
1989-2009. See p. 41 of this 
book.

10. Reference to to Zuzanna 
Janion’s PhD work The Last 
Word: On a Necessary Rebellion, 
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modernisaTion WiThouT moderniTy 
and The sarmaTian solidariTy 

British historian Timothy Garton Ash has also pointed out the peculiar 
syncretism of political thought in Solidarity, whose cultural ideals he 
defined as Restoration-era/ conservative. If, as historian Jan Sowa 
suggests, two tiers can be distinguished in the modernising process: 
modernisation (the material-economic sphere: industry, infrastructure, 
standard of living), and modernity (which includes aesthetic and socio-
cultural values, individual freedom and emancipation), we might say 
that Solidarity and the ruling elite that emerged from the transformation 
process after 1989 focused on modernisation without modernity. 
 Apart from the economic reforms, among the first political 
decisions of the 1990s were the restriction of women’s rights along with 
their exclusion from the history of Solidarity, and the enhancement of 
the role of the Catholic Church in social life. Much as there was no vision 
for a new kind of politics, there was no ethos for writing policies.
 Solidarity rule collapsed only shortly after it came to power, 
leaving the Sarmatian model of mass patriotism to triumph. 
‘Reheated’ once more, it could return in only one way: in avalanches 

of patriotic kitsch. We should view the response to the Smoleńsk 
tragedy – the death of President Kaczyński along with practically 
his entire corps of generals and many political leaders in the 2010 
airplane catastrophe – as a manifestation of ‘Sarmatian solidarity’.
Literature has also addressed the vulgarised patriotic kitsch 
produced by the impoverished imaginations of the transition 
society. Contemporary writer Krzysztof Varga writes: ‘Today’s 
Sarmatian steals automobiles and starts brawls outside of 
nightclubs and soccer matches. ...Our Hussar friends, descendents 
of the victors at the Battle of Vienna, drive around in stolen 
BMWs... The Sarmatian’s kontusz is a shiny Adidas track suit, with 
the three legendary stripes in place of the Słuck belt. His furry cap 
with the feather – a Nike hoodie... His trusty sabre is a baseball 
bat... When he head-butts you in the nose, he does this in the name 
of tradition, that refuge of Polish national existence.’ 

The Sarmatian nationalist football fan oscillates between frustration 
and aggression, mocking a tradition that has yet to be digested. The 
topos of the xenophobic thug as a Sarmatian ‘was born after 1989 
like a national Phoenix’, Czapliński ironically concludes. This was 
confirmed by a literary revelation – one of the most famous Polish 
novels of the early-twenty-first century, written by a nineteen-year-
old Dorota Masłowska: Snow White and Russian Red. This story 
records the terrifying delirium of a thug named Nails, dressed 
in the red and white kit of the Polish team. Brilliantly mirroring 
the assimilated Sarmatian megalomania and Eastern fixation, 40 41

Lech Wałęsa, Magdalena 
Modzelewska, Bożena 
Rybicka. Photo by Bogusław 
nieznalski. source: A Carnival 
under Sentence. Solidarność 
1980 – 81, 2009 

above left: Sonia Iveković, 
Solidarity’s Invisible Women 
1989-2009. source: museum  
of modern art in Warsaw

above right: llegal 
Solidarność Walcząca
(Fighting Solidarność)
postage stamps. Used
not for letters, but to sell as 
share for the organisation. 
source: chroma.to



Although the European Union has expanded, the idea of the 
Polish-German border being a division between ‘civilisation’ and 
‘barbarians’ lives on, as if permanently designating a no-man’s land, 
a world that spins more slowly. Paweł Althamer’s gold-clad Poles 
walking the streets of Brussels only confirm this: instead of ‘ruling’ 
(in the political sense), the Poles are ‘parading’ again, and folk 
culture – a show of post-colonial injuries – wins the day.

Masłowska’s protagonist descends into the absurd when he goes 
to fight the ‘Russkies’, drunk on his vodka and narcotics-steeped 
rhetoric. At the end of the film adaptation by Xawery Żuławski 
(2009), Nails awakens in a dream come true – in an estate of Polish 
manor houses with whitewashed porches and columns at the 
entranceway. Thus the political transformation is mocked as  
a primitive dream for stability, as if such a thing were possible.

The parade oF The poles 
Poles led the way in changing Eastern Europe, though in spite of their 
Sarmatian myths of Catholic moral superiority, they struggle with the 
burden. They have lost the battle with the nomenclature, for example 
one speaks of the ‘fall of the Berlin Wall’ and not of the ‘Round Table’. 
They are falling behind in the struggle to keep up with modernisation: 
in spite of economic growth, the younger generation keeps migrating 
to the West. Lack of trust in politics is breaking records in the polls – in 
the public sphere the old Sarmatian standbys of barratry, a fondness 
for masquerade, and the victim complex have triumphed. 
 The transition brought many disappointments, but above all,  
it remains uncertain how to re-evaluate the lesson of Solidarity. 
Where to put the memory of this moment of real Polish greatness – 
the overthrow of Communism – to keep it from being squandered as 
national kitsch? All the more so given that the Sarmatian phantom is 
waiting in the wings, ready to turn this victory into a mediocrity.42 43

The new Sarmatians. Still 
from Wojna polsko-ruska 
(Snow White and Russian 
Red) by Xawery Żuławski, 
2009

…żeby Polska była Polską 
i nie odziewały jej wrogie 
kamasze (…for a Poland that 
doesn’t have to wear the 
boots of its enemies) source: 
asterix.salon24.pl



Ramin Jahanbegloo: Allow me to start right 
at the beginning. Adam Michnik, you are 
considered to be one of the most influential 
Polish dissidents of the Communist period, 
and one of the architects of the new, post-
Communist Poland. And I believe that 
today you continue your work as the editor 
of the newspaper Gazeta Wyborcza. What 
is your evaluation of the situation of the 
intellectual in Poland today? And do you 
have any nostalgic feelings for the era 
when you were more active confronting the 
Communist regime?

Adam Michnik: 
Since the Communist 
regime collapsed,  
I haven’t felt 
nostalgic for a 
second. Every 
morning, the minute 
I open my eyes, 

I fear that this is all a dream, that 
I have imagined it, and that 
perhaps Communism will return. 
My belief is that the situation of 
the intellectual has now become 
normalised. Back then, apart 
from the clergy, the intellectuals 
were the only group who had the 
luxury of expressing their opinions 
without having to cover them up 
and without getting caught up in 
censorship. Of course, they had to 
have the courage for it. But it was 
the voice of the intellectuals that 
could be heard in this way.  
It was as if they had microphones 
or loudhailers in their hands, and 
whatever they said was broadcast, 
just like that. Today we possess 
an ordinary democratic regime 
and there is no longer any need 
for intellectuals to play this special 

how shall i describe the fair 
opium-seller, 
who makes me drowsy and 
takes away my sense?

his eyelashes show the poison 
of his eyes
like the stick with which you 
grind opium. 

Two days without newspapers 
are two days without lies. a conversaTion 

BeTWeen ramin 
JahanBegloo and 
adam michnik

TranslaTed By 
philip granT

The opium seller
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role. Among the other factors 
leading to this transformation is the 
fact that many intellectuals have 
entered the political arena, and as 
a result their criteria of judgement 
and evaluation are no longer 
intellectual but political. In this 
way I now believe that the role of 
Polish intellectuals is no different 
to that of intellectuals in the West.

But what is left of the ethos of equality that 
flourished in the Solidarność movement? Has 
this egalitarian ethos entirely disappeared as 
a result of the reconstruction process and the 
introduction of a market economy?

Equality?

The egalitarian ethos which you  
struggled for.

That’s correct. 
The Solidarność 
movement was full 
of the egalitarian 
ethos. These days 
we have the laws 
of the market 
above us, and 
the competitive 
market ethos and 
the efficiency of 
human beings has 
sent the egalitarian 
ethos into retreat. 
I’m not overjoyed 
about this. My 
heart has always 
had a place on the 
left, but it’s my 
wallet that’s found 
itself moved to the 
right! What we’ve 
given up from the 
egalitarian ethos 
of the Solidarność 
movement is the 

liberation of the world of labour. 
Actually, it is difficult to say that 
we have given it up; everywhere 
this happened of its own accord. 
Our vision of the world of 
labour was of an economy that 
was directed by the workers 
themselves. Practically, however, 
such a thing did not prove feasible. 
What we have witnessed instead, 
for example, is privatisation. We 
might say that the workers’ groups 
which, with great difficulty, opened 
up the road to freedom through 
their strikes, have themselves 
unjustly become the victims of this 
freedom, because freedom opened 
up the road to the market, which 
is none other than competition. 
Costs must constantly be reduced 
and profits increased. Institutions 
must constantly be rebuilt, their 
structures be re-established.  
In this respect the constant conflict 
between reconstruction and the 
social welfare of which the unions 
are the defenders is a natural one. 
According to this understanding, 
unions are transformed into a 
brake on the process of constant 
reconstruction. This conflict has 
played a role not just in Poland, 
but everywhere amid Europe’s 
democratic structures. For 
me this situation is extremely 
problematic, since I find myself 
in a schizophrenic position. On 
the one hand I am a supporter of 
those who are affected, namely the 
workers, but on the other I know 
that if the reconstruction process 
were not at work, poverty and 
backwardness would increase. This 
is a contradiction we have to live 
with, and that’s not too pleasant.

You mentioned right and left wings. In 
today’s Poland, in what sense is it possible 

to talk of a right and a left wing? Is this 
schema still useful today in Europe in 
general, and in Poland in particular?

I doubt it. I think 
it would be better 
to talk of a conflict 
between the 
supporters of an 
open society and 
the supporters of a 
closed society. Often 
we are dealing with 
a populism that 
draws sometimes 
on a leftist lexicon, 
sometimes on 
a rightist one. 
In Poland, this 
populism is certainly 
palpable. There 
are two parties 
that illustrate this 
phenomenon. One 
is the Self-Defence 
Party (SRP), the 
other the League 
of Polish Families 
(LPR). The language 
of the Self-Defence 
Party is specific 
to populism; a 
confrontational 
language specific to 
the extremist left, but 
not the language of 
the Marxists. 
The language of 
the League of 
Polish Families is 
the language of 
the extreme right 
wing, resembling 
the language of 
chauvinists and 
conservatives in 
France, or the 
language of Jean-

Marie Le Pen. But their basic 
economic ideas, opposed to reforms, 
are in most cases completely 
bereft of any credibility. Viewed 
within such a framework, it seems 
to me that the incompatibility 
between the right wing and the 
left wing that commenced with 
the English Revolution came to a 
definite end with the Bolshevik 
Revolution, because after the 
Bolshevik Revolution the most 
important conflict was that 
between the authoritarian regime 
and the opponents of the state. 
And subsequent to that, we will 
have to talk about the conflicts 
that emerged after 1980. These 
have been very different conflicts, 
namely concerning what form 
of modernity we should opt for? 
What should the social role of the 
Church be? What scope should be 
given to privatisation? What sort 
of relationship should we establish 
with the European Union? And 
so on. I don’t think these kinds of 
issues belong to the traditional split 
between right and left. And we 
can add moral questions to those 
as well. Issues with purely moral 
characteristics such as abortion, gay 
marriage, and nowadays – and this 
is very interesting – a debate that 
has not yet broken out in Poland but 
which has been very controversial 
in France and Germany, namely the 
Islamic hijab.

So we might say that in a country 
like Poland, the real war is between 
the supporters of modernity and the 
traditionalists, and not between right  
and left?

Yes, but we should ask, which 
modernity and which tradition? 
Because if we consider Poland as an 



example, can it really be said that 
the Church has purely traditionalist 
inclinations? No, because the Church 
is not a homogeneous institution.  
We have bishops who openly voted 
for the European Union. 
 On the other hand, when we 
look at the post-Communists, we 
are dealing with people who want 
not a traditional Poland, but to 
preserve Communist Poland. Are 
they conservatives, or do they want 
modernity? I think this issue is more 
complicated than it looks.

In your opinion, is Poland’s entry into 
the European Union a step on the road to 
modernity?

Yes, I’m sure that’s what it is.

So you agree with it?

Yes, without a doubt, and strongly in 
favour of it.

In this sense, then, for you joining the 
European Union is something positive; but 
it is quite possible that it will lead to all sorts 
of major economic problems for Poland, 
not to mention problems related to identity 
and culture. Today I was reading an article 
in the Financial Times about immigration 
to Europe. This article began by referring to 
Poland and with an interview with a Polish 
woman. What it said was that for Poland, 
just as for other countries wanting to join the 
European Union, the major problem was the 
labour market. Meaning that Poles, as well 
as inhabitants of other countries, for example 
Estonia, will take over the [labour] markets 
of Italy, France, and Germany, and abandon 
Poland. Do you think you will have to deal 
with these kinds of problems or not?

No, these are just 
reactions on the part 
of some extremists 

There is no doubt that some Poles 
will go and seek work in Western 
Europe. A lot of people had already 
done this earlier, however. If during 
the last fifteen years someone 
wanted to leave Poland to go and 
find work in Western Europe, they 
did this, and were able to do this. 
There are countless Poles busy 
working in Germany, Sweden, 
France, Australia, and the United 
States. Poles are a highly capable 
people and if they want to go and 
work somewhere, they have no need 
of a special law to do it. For that 
reason I don’t think we will be faced 
with a vast wave of immigrants. 
I remember how in 1990 the 
government of Czechoslovakia was 
afraid to open its borders because it 
imagined the Poles would come and 
take over whatever was available in 
the markets. It’s been a while now 
since the borders were opened and 
the Czechoslovak markets are still 
functioning well.

Do you think that Poland joining the 
European Union will help with its 
democratisation process?

Let’s go back to the question of 
national cultural identity. I have 
never let myself worry about Polish 
cultural identity. Polish culture is 
one with deep roots and I cannot see 
myself ever being concerned about 
it enduring in a European context. 
In this it is like the German, Italian, 
and other cultures which have not 
been in the slightest damaged. 
There is no doubt that the European 
Union won’t do anything for us in 
our stead. It is we who will have 
to initiate reforms in the areas 
of public property, hygiene and 
medical treatment, education, and 
agriculture. The long and short of it 4948

is that we will have to implement all 
these reforms ourselves and not have 
any expectations of the European 
Union. There is no doubt, however, 
that the EU can be considered a 
democratic anchor and for that 
reason I feel more secure within the 
framework of the EU than outside it.

Even within the framework of NATO?

Yes, no doubt.

Why?

Because of certain neighbours of 
ours, whom I do not need to mention 
to you here.

You mean you still see yourselves as 
threatened by Russia?

Not at the present time, but we can’t 
know what will happen ten years 
from now. Whoever might be in 
power in the Kremlin then, should 
know that if they take a fancy to 
Poland, they’ll have Washington to 
deal with. 

Very well. Permit me to try to challenge 
you. Nowadays, the ex-Communists are still 
in power, or continue to scale the rungs of 
hierarchical power; in your opinion, will 
corruption in a country like Poland persist 
in this way? And is this corruption  
a challenge to democracy? 

No doubt. 
Corruption is very 
dangerous for 
democracy. But 
this problem is not 
confined to Poland, 
and corruption is one 
of the real problems 
facing European 
democracy

Corruption has become inseparable 
from political systems [across 
the Continent]. This issue can 
be assessed in Eastern European 
countries, on the one hand, and on 
the other through examples like 
France and Italy where tales of 
corruption and bribery fill the daily 
news bulletins. 

Do you think that the experience of 
democracy in a country like Poland is the 
experience of just starting to learn to walk? 
I ask because I read your interview with the 
Central Europe Review where you remarked 
that, ‘in Poland pluralism, tolerance, and 
good sense are not to be found, because the 
Poles are not like the British.’ 

I don’t know. Are we talking about 
the same topic? Because I was 
referring to something else. At 
that time the subject was public 
broadcasting services, like the BBC, 
and my question was why we don’t 
benefit from such a system, why do 
we not have media like the BBC? 

Why not, then?

The only reason is that there are 
no British people here! These are 
newly weaned democracies that are 
constantly learning about democracy. 

So do you think Poland has reached that 
level of political maturity that means that 
methods applied currently will continue to 
be used in the future?

You know, I look at Poland from 
two standpoints. As a historian, 
journalist, and essayist, I try my 
best to reason well and understand 
what’s going on. As a citizen, 
however, it is difficult for me 
to accept some things. I cannot 
understand why such-and-such  



a provincial governor is an idiot, and 
why such-and-such a minister is not 
what he or she ought to be.

I have always appreciated people like you.

That is very kind of you to say so.

No, there’s a reason for it, because this 
is one choice that lies ahead of us, and it 
raises a very important issue which I will 
summarise for you in a question: how was 
it possible for countries like Poland and 
Czechoslovakia to abandon the Communist 
system without resorting to violence? 
Something which was not possible in 
Romania, for example? 

It is not easy for 
me to reply to this 
question, because  
I was myself one of 
the theorists, one of 
the designers of this 
gentle transition. 
When I was in Paris 
in 1976, I considered 
for the first time the 
Spanish proposal 
for the transition 
to democracy, or 
how it is possible to 
decouple from the 
yoke of a despotic 
regime by means 
of discussion and 
negotiation. When  
I was in prison,  
I wrote a book – in 
1985 – and offered 
an outline of this 
project, and it could 
be said that it led to 
results. Poland was 
the first country in 
which this project 
came to fruition, at 
the time of the 

Round Table Agreement, and 
neither there in Poland, nor in 
Czechoslovakia, had anyone 
previously entertained such a 
thought. The situation was a new 
one. The truth was that at that time 
we had two models: Spain and Chile. 
I think it was Poland that offered 
itself as an example of a non-violent 
exit from the Communist system, 
and it could be said that everywhere 
except Romania this model was 
adopted and was successful. 
Romania however at that time was 
ruled by Ceaucescu and he was not 
at all the negotiating type.

Can the Polish model be applied to 
other countries, notably the countries of 
the Middle East which are culturally so 
completely different? Because every time 
there is talk of civil society, it is always 
Latin America or Western Europe that 
show up as examples of civil societies. Can 
Poland be considered a good example of a 
model civil society and the transformation 
of the regime by civil society?

I am not so familiar with the 
problems of the Islamic countries. 
But for the time being we need 
to consider the question whether 
Iraq was what it was because 
Saddam Hussein was its leader, or 
was Saddam Hussein who he was 
because he was the product of Iraqi 
society? We don’t have an answer to 
this question. It seems that the best 
application of democratic values 
has happened in Turkey and Iran. 
But I don’t know how these can be 
realised in the Arab countries.  
Do you know?

I know at least that the search for it in Iran 
and Turkey depended on the creative role 
of social actors, and this is also clear for 
Poland. That is why I deemed this analogy 5150

appropriate. In my opinion the role of the 
intellectual, including yourself, was very 
important, and likewise the role of the 
unions, and the fact too that everyone was 
looking for mentalities and perspectives 
in Poland to be transformed, structures 
too, and also that it might be possible 
to conceptualise society in new ways. 
The work you are now doing with your 
newspaper, for instance. In my opinion 
[Poland] is a good model and beyond that, 
a good template. How is it possible today, 
for example, to think about European 
politics, global politics, and Middle Eastern 
politics, using new concepts? And what 
are these new concepts? Autonomy? Self-
rule? Because we can’t think about the 
contemporary world with socialist concepts, 
with concepts that have been rendered 
completely obsolete. We have to introduce 
new concepts. What are the concepts you 
would propose?

We are today in a 
phase of transition 
away from the 
historical point 
where the great 
ideological projects 
have come to an 
end. The only 
project of this kind 
that is still up and 
running is Islamic 
fundamentalism, 
because it is the 
one and only 
ideology for which 
human beings are 
still prepared to 
give up their lives. 
We no longer see 
these kinds of great 
ideologies in Europe. 
Deep down inside,  
I still hesitate. I don’t 
think we could find 
a people that is not 

able to democratise. We have to 
believe in democracy. But perhaps 
some countries will only be ready 
for it in fifty or a hundred years’ 
time. In 1989, I took part in  
a television programme where  
I broached a subject that everyone 
still recalls. I said that Poland has 
three paths ahead of itself. Either 
nothing changes and everyone 
festers away in this swamp; or it 
follows the Spanish design, that is 
to say it overthrows the system by 
means of negotiations; or it opts 
for a third path, that is to say the 
Iranian path, which would be like 
an explosion. An explosion that 
would take place with everyone 
coming together around a single 
reformist force, and this single 
force in Poland is always the 
Church which, if strengthened by 
nationalist and religious slogans, 
would result in an uprising. That 
is to say a war between Poles, or a 
civil war. Even today they remind 
me that I compared this ‘extremist 
force’ of the Church to Ayatollah 
Khomeini. Of course, it was nothing 
more than a figure of speech. My 
meaning was that, were a war to 
take place in the name of religious 
values, there would be no more 
room for accommodation and 
agreement, because in that case 
the fight would be for an absolute 
truth and internecine killing would 
ensue. But now it is possible to 
reverse the question: would the 
Polish model be feasible in Iran?

But we don’t fit with the model of the 
Communist countries. Our situation is 
completely different. A journalist asked 
me whether we should see in Khatami an 
Iranian Gorbachev. I said in reply that this 
is not an appropriate comparison, since 
we are not talking about the same system. 



What strikes me as important, and I’ll bring 
the interview to an end with this, is that 
a revolution did not take place in Poland; 
rather what happened was an evolution. 
That is to say, without a real revolution you 
nonetheless left one system and entered 
another. Perhaps what happened, however 
was a revolution in mentalities and 
mindsets.

Yes, if you want to remain at the 
level of playing with words, one 
of my colleagues also calls it a 
revolution without a revolution.  
I prefer, however, to call it either 
a self-organising revolution or 
an evolution accompanied by 
revolutionary events, because all 
the changes that came about are 
revolutionary, but the method is 
evolutionary.

In the long term, where do you think you 
will place yourself, you, Adam Michnik,  
in this evolution?

You cannot testify 
on your own behalf 
when you are being 
tried in court! This 
isn’t a question that 
should be put to me. 
I am an extremely 
controversial 
character in Poland. 
Most people are 
critical of me. They 
take me to task for 
being too soft on 
the ex-Communists. 
Perhaps they are 
right. Because my 
attitude is that the 
pursuit of war with 
the ex-Communists, 
when there are 
no longer any 
Communists around, 

is meaningless. In my opinion, what 
is more important for democracy 
is the logic of reconciliation, and 
not the logic of vengeance. And I’m 
aware that a great many do not like 
my logic. I could fill a library with 
the articles in which they’ve labelled 
me a ‘traitor’.

And a last question: is your role today as 
the editor of Gazeta Wyborcza precisely to 
show the way forward in reconciliation?

I hope that can be the case. It isn’t 
possible to go further along the road 
to reconciliation. We are now dealing 
with a new situation, other things 
are being talked about, but for years 
the main subject of conversations 
was exactly that. In my opinion, 
a great many people, the majority 
even, collaborated with the despotic 
regime. But that doesn’t mean in 
dealing with them that they can be 
discriminated against and reduced 
to being lesser citizens and sent to 
Siberia or god-knows-what other 
place of exile. It is only with these 
same people that democracy can 
be built, it is only by transforming 
them into democratic humans that 
democracy can be reached. Like in 
Germany, Japan, and other countries.

But this feeling of forgiveness, isn’t 
it a Christian feeling? In any case it is 
thoroughly laudable, this ability to forgive 
a society the majority of which agreed with 
the Communist regime.

In our Church it is enough for 
someone just to breathe mention 
of forgiveness for the archbishop 
to go into a rage and scold that 
person. When I referred to General 
Jaruzelski in a positive manner, one 
of the bishops described my work in 
an article as a ‘covenant with Cain’. 52 53

I say, O noble people! In order to 
know who is Abel and who Cain, 
one must be able to raise oneself up 
to the place of God.

 
Thank you very much.

Previously published in Pol-e Firuzeh, 
No. 13, Autumn 2004 



Thanks to the recent revival of the story of Wojtek, a bear drafted 
into the Polish army, Poland’s swept-under-the-rug World War 
II contributions have finally seen the light of day. But few would 
have suspected this daylight to have come from the East, or the 
proverbial rug to be Persian. Because unlike the over 100,000 Polish 
refugees that migrated to and resided in Allied-occupied Persia 
between 1942 and 1945, the artillery-toting, cigarette-smoking, 
beer-guzzling brown bear that fought alongside the Polish II Corps 
assembled in the Middle East for the Allies’ 1944 Italian Campaign, 
was a native of Iran.1 
 In the decades since Poland’s transition from Communism, the 
legend of Wojtek the soldier bear has been Disney-fied and widely 
disseminated. With the emphasis put on his human-like qualities and 
mammalian charisma, the historical animal has become a minor craze, 
inspiring documentaries, exhibitions, books and even a memorial 
statue in his final resting place, Edinburgh. His teddy-bear-ed persona 
– presented posthumously to a world where neurons exhausted with 
spectacular violence can let in little beyond kittens and puppies – has 
made for a digestible allegory; it has wrapped a warm fur coat around 
incidents frozen in history, thawing them out for mass consumption. 
 It is an exodus story that ends in diaspora to far corners of the 
globe, hyphenated realities and accented tongues; where people are 
treated like animals and animals have the hearts of men. Like any 
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What shall we say about the 
bleacher? We have a happy 
recollection of him, 
because he washed the imprint 
of the alien off the slate of our 
memory. 
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let stars stay in the sky, sickles 
in the fields, and hammers in 
the factories.

1. All statistics and dates 
referring to Polish refugees in 
this chapter, unless otherwise 
noted, are sourced from 
Kenneth Koskodan, No Greater 
Ally: The Untold Story of Poland’s 
Forces in World War II. Essex: 
Osprey Publishing, 2011, and 
Embassy of the Republic of 
Poland in Iran, Poland and 
Persia: Pages from the History of 
Polish Persian Relations. Tehran: 
Ketab Sara Company

Regimental badge of the 
22nd Artillery Supply 
Company of the Drugi 
Korpus Wojska Polskiego 
(Polish II Corps) depicting 
Wojtek, friend and totem
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deliverance narrative, the validity of the detail is often lost in their 
whisper-down-the-lane-type repetition, but the soul of the myth is 
the same. 

occupied poland To 
occupied persia

Called the Polish Exodus, the Poles’ World War II-era journey to Iran from 
their homeland was filled with geopolitical intrigue. While the division 
of Poland between Germany and the Soviet Union after the 1939 non-
aggression pact brought with it cruelty on both sides, Stalin’s plan for the 
Poles was particularly broad in scope and distance. Some 250,000 military 
personnel and over 1.5 million civilians were sent from the eastern side 
of the country into the Gulag in Siberia and other parts of Central Asia, 
where torture, forced labour, and starvation were standard procedure.
 The exiled Poles were looking towards a lifetime of misery on the 
frigid steppe, when they were suddenly salvaged by an improbable 
source: Hitler’s perfidy. Having turned his forces eastwards and 
invaded the USSR in the early hours of 22 June 1941, Hitler caught 
Stalin flat-footed, compelling the latter to allow the Polish military to 
re-assemble in Russia. Almost overnight, the gates were unlocked, and 
with no assistance or supplies – much less health to go on – hundreds 

of thousands of bleary-eyed former prisoners were told to simply head 
‘south’ toward unspecified recruiting sites. 
 In consultation with Roosevelt and Churchill, Stalin agreed to allow 
an army of 30,000 Poles to form, though far more than that – including 
thousands of women and children – poured into the meeting sites in 
the Soviet Socialist Republics of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. Seeing the 
condition in which people were arriving – and the poor treatment they 
were receiving from the Soviets – the commander of the Polish forces in 
exile, General Władysław Anders took the opportunity to evacuate as 
many as he could across the Caspian to Allied-occupied Iran.2 
 Of the over a 1.5 million military and civilian Poles deported to 
Russia, only around 116,000 were reported to have entered Iran alive. But 
those that did were welcomed with gifts and gracious deeds, and gently 
coaxed back to both health and humanity. Krystyna Skwarko, one of the 
refugees who eventually became a schoolteacher in Esfahan, wrote of 
the warm welcome to Tehran after the harrowing journey: ‘The friendly 
Persian people crowded round the buses shouting what must have been 
words of welcome, and pushed gifts of dates, nuts, roasted peas with 
raisins and juicy pomegranates through the open windows’.3
 Lacking a common language and sharing very few cultural 
landmarks, the meeting of the Polish exiles with the Iranians in 
occupied Persia in 1942 could be said to have occurred on a pre-cultural, 
post-human level.4 Though Poles were concentrated upon their arrival 

above: ‘On inhuman land’: 
map of Polish deportations 
to Siberia. source: kresy-
siberia.org

right: Polish exiles on the 
Iran-USSR border, probably 
1941. source: Tułacze dzieci/ 
Exiled Children, Fundacja 
Archiwum Fotograficzne 
Tułaczy, 1995

Below opposite: The Nazi-
Soviet Molotov-Ribbentrop 
non-aggression pact, signed 
24 August 1939, opened the 
way for Germany (the wolf) 
and the Soviet Union (here, 
the bear) to invade and 
partition Poland. Germany’s 
invasion of Poland on 1 Sep-
tember precipitated World 
War II. Little Goldilocks 
Riding Hood, 1939. Published 
by NEA Service, Inc. source: 
library of congress
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2. About the same time, and 
relatively in the same place, 
the Nazis were advancing 
through the ‘Persian Corridor’. 
This concerned the Allies, 
as up to that point the trans-
Iranian railway was one of 
the easiest ways for them to 
get lend-lease supplies to the 
Soviets by sea from the US. 
Though Iran was nominally 
neutral, anxieties about its 
sympathies with Germany 
led the Allies to take action. 
By 1942, Britain and Russia 
had occupied Iran, dividing it 
and administering the north 
and south, respectively, for 
the duration of the war, and 
had installed the more pliant 
Mohammad Reza Shah in place 
of his father, Reza Shah. Later, 
at the 1943 Tehran Conference, 
the so-called Big Three, Stalin, 
Churchill and Roosevelt, 
affirmed their commitment to 
Iran’s independence.

3. Quoted in Anwar Faruqi, 
‘Forgotten Polish Exodus to 
Persia’. Associated Press, 23 Nov., 
2000.

4.  See ‘The Politics of Pets’ on
pp. 62– 63 of this book.



to Iran’s temperate latitudes in 1942, there was both a cultural and 
meteorological shock to be had, though another kind proved more 
formidable: amidst the bounty of pomegranates, grapes, and meat, 
within the first few weeks many of the undernourished Poles died 
tragically of overeating. Their deaths along with those who had 
arrived ill, contributed to the curious but widespread phenomenon of 
Polish cemeteries dotting the country.
 The bedraggled Polish refugees had arrived at the port of 
Bander-e Anzali on the southwest rim of the Caspian between the 
spring and summer of 1942, where military personnel regrouped en 
route to Allied meeting points in Iraq and Palestine. Other civilians, 
women and children were gathered for several years in cities all 
over Iran, with the largest number settling in Tehran and Esfahan, 
establishing their own ministries, shops, hospitals and cultural centres. 
Polish hotspots were Tehran’s Lalehzar Street and Esfahan’s Armenian 
Jolfa district, where the neon sign of the Polonia café beckoned to all 
through to the 1960s, long after most of the Poles had gone.9
 Between March 1942 and October 1945, the jewel of the Safavid 
crown added further laurels to its velvet lapel: Esfahan became known as 
the ‘City of Polish Children’. In addition to over 2,000 school-aged Poles 
living there, curricula and teachers were drafted to educate potential 
model citizens for the elusive free Poland of the future. They would 
study ‘along with the call of the azan from the minarets of the city’s 
mosques, [and] would sing anthems and pray in tune with the rhythmic 
sounds of the church bells.’10 Local history and traditional crafts, such as 
carpet weaving, were also integrated into the education in exile, as well 
as field trips that included Naghsh-e Jahan Square, the Jami’ Mosque, 
Menar Jonban, Atashgah Hill, Saffeh Mountain and Zayandehrud River. 
On name days and holidays, the children would form Polish dance 
troupes and wear traditional costumes sewn with bright ribbons bought 
in the Esfahan bazaar, once even performing for the new Shah. 
 Polish women in particular were sought after by bejewelled 
‘uptown’ Esfahani ladies for their hairstyle techniques and 
dressmaking prowess. Seen as emissaries of Western culture in  

in Iran, they weren’t quarantined or sealed off in camp squalor, as so 
often occurs with modern-day refugees. In fact, some of the better-
off residents of Tehran and Esfahan donated their lush mansions to 
house the new arrivals, along with clothes, food, proper beds, fresh 
sheets and afternoon tea under the palm trees.5 Hospitality on such a 
coordinated, macro-scale is almost unthinkable in the contemporary 
West; this would be tantamount to Donald Trump offering up 
– indefinitely – spare towers and free all-you-can-eat buffet in 
Manhattan to earthquake victims from Haiti, let alone the local  
victims of Hurricane Sandy.6

 In contrast to the Bible, which establishes a hierarchy and gives 
humanity dominion over all other things on earth, the Qur’an puts all 
beings, regardless of species, on equal footing.7 Sura 6:38 reads, ‘And 
there is no creature on [or within] the earth or bird that flies with its 
wings except [that they are] communities like you.’ So while there is 
much in the Qur’an about the sacred importance of hospitality to others, 
one could read the Iranians’ kindness towards the Polish refugees as an 
ultra-modern, utopic, post-humanist one. That is, with neither peoples 
being considered the ‘animal’ in the relationship, all creatures are equal.

lahesTan nesFeh Jahan

While the Iranian land mass has historically been – and continues to 
be – a kaleidoscope of immigrants, ethnicities and refugees, never in 
its history had any of these been from Europe.8 Indeed on arriving 58 59

9. The Polonia has been 
mentioned as a 1950s and 1960s 
era hangout for Westernised 
Iranian ‘dandies’. See Hamid 
Naficy, A Social History of 
Iranian Cinema, Volume 1: 
The Artisanal Era, 1897–1941. 
Chapel Hill: Duke University 
Press, 2011. 

10. Damandan.

5. One example of this was 
House Number One in Esfahan, 
or Bagh-e Nou, the summer 
residence of Prince Saremod 
Dowleh, according to Alek-
sandra Jarmulska Rymaszewska. 
See Parisa Damandan, The Chil-
dren of Esfahan – Polish Refugees 
in Iran: Portrait Photographs of 
Abolqaem Jala 1942 –1945. Tehran: 
Nazarpub, 2010.

6. American billionaire and 
46th President of the U.S. Donald 
Trump did not offer any hospi-
tality to the victims of Hurri-
cane Sandy, and ‘in a desperate 
publicity stunt’, only offered 
money for relief charities in a 
blackmailing bid to get President 
Obama ‘to produce his college 
records and passport applica-
tion’. ‘Donald Trump uses Hurri-
cane Sandy to launch attack on 
President Obama.’ Daily Mail,  
30 Oct., 2012.

Wojtek with what was 
probably the Women’s 
Auxiliary Service (WAS) 
(Pomocnicza Służba Kobiet 
or Pestki), a unit established 
in 1941 by initiative of Lt. 
Gen. Władysław Anders. 
They worked as nurses, 
cooks, teachers for war 
orphans, secretaries, pilots 
and drivers. source: polish 
institute and sobieski museum

above left: In exile in Lvov 
in 1940, Henryk Wars 
formed a musical theatre 
performance group called 
Polish Parade. After Hitler’s 
invasion of the USSR in 
1941, he and the band joined 
the Polish II Corps in Iran. 
Here performing at the Cafe 
Continental in Tehran, 1942. 
source: usc.edu and Wars 
Family archive

above right: 350 junaczek 
(girl scouts) with their 
leader Elżbieta Masojadowa 
in front of Centre 6 in 
Esfahan, 19 November 1942. 
source: Tułacze dzieci/  Exiled 
Children, Fundacja archiwum 
Fotograficzne Tułaczy, 1995

7. ‘Let [mankind] be masters 
over the fish in the ocean, the 
birds that fly, the livestock, 
everything that crawls on the 
earth, and over the earth itself!’ 
(Genesis 1:26) 

8. These groups include but 
are not limited to Azeris, Kurds, 
Balochs, Arabs, Turkmens, Pash-
tuns, Armenians, Georgians, 
Assyrians, Jews, Bakhtiaris, 
Khamseh, Lurs and Qashqai.



enTer WoJTek
Like the notion of the gift, hospitality anticipates its return, full circle, 
even if in bent and elliptical ways. Equally unlikely as the two countries’ 
common heritage, the favour was reciprocated in the form of Wojtek, 
a bear adopted by lonely soldiers as family and anthropomorphised 
during one of those rare moments in history when perhaps it was better 
to be animal than human. 
 The 22nd Transport Company of the Polish II Corps stationed 
in the deserts of Palestine – made up of those very refugees who 
had wandered out of the Gulag’s tundra and come back to life 
across the Iranian cities – was responsible for ferrying artillery 
and soldiers from Western Iran over to Palestine for eventual 
deployment to the front in Europe. In 1942, on an errant pit-stop 
somewhere between the towns of Hamadan and Kangavar in the 
Alvand Mountains, soldiers were approached by a shepherd boy 
dragging a sack. First on the defensive, they became curious and 
drew near when they noticed that the sack was wriggling.13 Inside 
was a hungry, impatient lump of fur about the size of a basketball: 
an orphan bear cub, discovered alone in a cave after his mother had 
been murdered by hunters.
 Buying him from the boy for some tins of meat and a little 
money, the soldiers then cradled him in their arms and fed him 

a country whose current regime was offering an aggressive menu of 
modernisation, Poles not already employed as teachers were quickly 
snapped up as domestic servants. 
 When the war ended, without a Poland to return to – or at least not 
anything resembling the iteration for which they had fought –  
the majority of the Poles fanned out in a diaspora to even more 
distant lands, settling in East Africa, Great Britain, India, Mexico and 
especially New Zealand, where Lech Wałęsa planned to visit in 2009 
to commemorate the fall of Communism and a 65-year reunion of 
the ‘Polish Children’.11 A few stayed behind and married into Iranian 
families, with some blue-eyed beauties in their equally azular-accented 
Persian gracing Iranian cinema, such as the elder European-looking 
lady in Jafar Panahi’s 1995 film, The White Balloon.12

 But despite being scattered all over the planet, one thing that the 
Polish exiles continue to share is an intense gratitude for the kindness 
they were shown by the Iranian people, who invited these exotic 
foreigners to the dinner table even in times of rationing and shortage. Like 
Poland, Iran’s strategic position had – and has – made it an interesting 
spot for the large-scale spats of imperial interests; the significance of the 
generous camaraderie of the Iranians was not lost on either.
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The polish chair

With pointers and 
peoples come 
objects, such as the 

Sandali Lahestani 
(or, polish chair). 
a wooden chair 
with bent arms and 
frames, sandali 
lahestani was in 
fact conceived by 

an austrian cabinet 
maker, michael 
Thonet. immediately 
following the war, a 
Polish engineer first 
introduced chair  
no. 14, known among 

specialists as the 
chair of chairs, to 
the iranian public. 
Today, a near cult-
like adoration in iran 
surrounds it. 

11. Wałęsa was not able to 
attend due to health reasons. 

12. This role in fact was played 
by Anna Borkowska, the 
main character in Khosrow 
Sinai’s documentary The Lost 
Requiem (1983), a feature-length 
treatment of the Polish exodus 
to Iran.

right: Furs and fashionable 
collars for a portrait in 
Esfahan. photo by abolqasem 
Jala. source: Children of 
Esfahan, damandan, 2010

Below: Polish 
commemorative stamp of 
‘Esfahan: City of Polish 
Children’. The carpet, 
woven by Polish hands, 
shows both Persian motifs 
and the White Eagle, the 
Polish coat of arms. source: 
rainbowstampclub.blogspot.
com

above: Sandali Lahestani 
(Polish Chair). source: 
Wikipedia

right: Wojtek offered 
unconditional friendship to 
men who had lost everything. 
source: The polish institute and 
sikorski museum 

13. There are various 
conflicting versions of the story 
of the discovery of Wojtek. For 
example, the 2010 documentary 
Wojtek: The Bear Who Went to 
War has an interview with a 
Polish refugee woman who 
tells a sentimental and detailed 
tale of discovering him while 
wandering through the Alborz 
Mountains and then giving 
him to the Polish army when 
he got too big to handle. The 
version told here is based on 
the 2009 children’s novel Soldier 
Bear. Many other details of 
Wojtek’s story – for example, 
how much Wojtek was chained 
or unchained, as well as just 
how tame and harmless he 
really was – are also conflicting. 
But one thing is clear: a bear 
that did not live ‘freely’ among 
his human companions would 
not have made for the same tale.



fascination, and 
human-animal 
hybrids (monsters) 
that had before 
belonged to the 
realm of magic, 
ancient myth and 
pagan religion began 
to appear in the 
world of science, 
inspiring rigorous 
studies of mermaids 
and drawing 
excited crowds to 
zoos where live 
chimpanzees sat 
in suits taking tea. 
Fast-forward to the 
twenty-first century, 
where many still 
delight in the idea 
of a bear enjoying a 
beer, or becoming a 
freedom-fighter – and 
we better understand 
why putting a human 
face on an animal 
keeps the ‘savage 
spot filled’.i 
 The modern 
Western compulsion 
to clothe animals 

and bring them into 
the home – or into 
the tent, as in the 
case of the polish 
soldiers – could be 
seen as a speciesist 
phenomenon that 
makes animals into 
sub-humans all while 
treating them more 
humanely than what 
we might call the 
sub-animal, some-
thing alive but not 
quite human at all. 

indeed, nowadays 
many americans, 
for example, would 
sooner buy a christ-
mas sweater or a root 
canal for a canine in 
their family than for 
a human that is not, 
while the beacon of 
the east, the modern-
day islamic republic 
of iran, has all but 
outlawed dog own-
ership as ‘Western 
decadence’,ii reject-
ing a custom that is 
seen as a tool ameri-
can imperialism and 
colonialist influence.iii

left: A chimp employed in the 
circus named Andy Colino, 
1909. source: circusblog.com

Below: Dog in Christmas 
sweater and a mermaid 
‘discovered’ in the nineteenth 
century. Displayed as 
scientific evidence, the 
mermaid turned out to be a 
creatively taxidermied hake. 
source: greenbrierchurch.com 
and museum für naturkunde, 
Berlin

i. as anthropologist Judith 
l. goldstein has put it. see 
Judith goldstein, ‘The origin 
of the specious’. Differences: 
A Journal of Feminist Cultural 
Studies, vol 15, no. 1, (spring 
2004) pp. 24 – 47

ii. in a 1964 speech, the 
ayatollah khomeini used the 
case of the american dog to 
criticise the former iranian 
government: ‘The [shah’s 

parliament] have reduced the 
iranian people to a level lower 
than that of an american dog. 
if someone runs over a dog 
belonging to an american, he 
will be prosecuted. even if the 
shah himself were to run over  
a dog belonging to an 
american, he would be 
prosecuted. But if an american 
cook runs over the shah, or the 
marja’ of iran, or the highest 
official, no one will have the 
right to object.’ see imam 
khomeini, speech 16. Qum, 
iran, 26 oct., 1964.

iii. Or Westoxification/
Qarbzadegi – see p. 88 in this 
book. This has lately inspired 
a lucrative black market of 
pooches for the Westernised 
elite, smuggled into the country 
via the ukraine – and outrage 
from Western observers looking 
for grounds for bias. The iranian 
morality police’s ban on dogs 
is based on hadith (though not, 
notably on the Qur’an) in which 
they are considered najis, or 
ritually unclean. But debates 
about the nature and function 
of dogs in the muslim world can 
be ‘representative of a range of 
tensions regarding the roles of 
history, mythology, rationality, 
and modernity in islam.’ khaled 
abou el Fadl, ‘dogs in the 
islamic Tradition and nature’. 
Encyclopedia of Religion 
and Nature, s.v. new york: 
continuum international, 2004.
 in online english-american 
forums, unconfirmed rumours 
of summary poisoning of 
dogs by muslims in europe 
has inspired islamophobic 
wrath, (see for example the 
american Tea party-associated 
‘Barenaked islam’) while on 
the flipside, some Muslim-
americans have found dog 
ownership to be a strategy for 
relating with their non-muslim 
countrymen. one man in an 
article on slate.com called his 
puppy oliver his ‘post-9/11 
homeland security blanket’.

The poliTics 
oF peTs

stalin’s treatment 
of the poles, and 
indeed political 
dissidents of any 
stripe, was in line 
with a characteristic 
of modern warfare: 
the denial of 
subjected peoples’ 
humanity.  
a term that has come 
up in contemplations 
of this phenomenon 

– as well as a rela-
tively new addition 
to the pantheon 
of ‘isms’ (racism, 
sexism) – is 
speciesism, which 
highlights the 
animalising or de-
humanising of the 
other, regardless 
of whether this 
other is human or 
non-human. in this 
discourse the animal 
– and in this case, 
the specific tale of 
Wojtek – becomes 
a point of departure 

for contemplating the 
‘post-human’ subject 
and subjectivity.
 But the 
contemporary appeal 
of the Wojtek story, 
much like that of 
other ‘remarkable’ 
animals populating 
Facebook feeds and 
the press, is evidence 
of the flipside of 
speciesism: a latent, 
neo-colonialist 
strategy for 
negotiating ethnic 
difference. indeed, 
the dramatic and 

sometimes absurd 
anthropomorphising 
of animals today 
points towards the 
displacement of now 
outmoded, tribal, 
racial or ethnic ideas 
of identification that 
began in nineteenth-
century europe 
and america with 
the popularisation 
of darwin’s ideas 
of evolution. at the 
time, anxieties about 
humans’ biological 
proximity to animals 
had translated into 

condensed milk out of an empty vodka bottle – an event that would 
be later cited as the origin of the bear’s alcoholic tendencies. Taking 
him into their ranks, the bear would henceforth be known as Wojtek, 
pronounced ‘VOY-tek’, Polish for ‘smiling soldier’ or a ‘warrior to 
whom combat brings joy’.
 Given free reign of the transport company’s desert camps in 
one or another spot across the Middle East, Wojtek grew quickly to 
about six feet tall and 500 pounds, and, much to both the chagrin 
and amusement of his human buddies, got himself into scrapes – 
including scaring the wits out of an Arab spy, leading to his capture. 
In a brief tiff with another camp favourite, Kaśka the monkey, Wojtek 
got marooned in a palm tree while chasing his nimble nemesis, who 
preferred to ride around on the back of yet another furry friend,  
a Great Dane named Stalin.
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above left: Wojtek was said 
to ‘help’ in ways beyond just 
boosting morale. source: The 
polish institute and sikorski 
museum

above right: Since he was 
a wee cub, Wojtek had a 
propensity for alcohol. He 
was said to drink bottles of 
beer in one gulp using his 
own paws and then peer into 
the empty bottle to make sure 
he had drunk every last drop. 
source: The polish institute and 
sikorski museum



through to the Italian capital city. The Polish II Corps joined New 
Zealand, Indian, Russian, Georgian, Nepalese, Ukrainian, French, 
Slovak, Armenian, British and American forces in a four-month-
long battle for the position. The fight for Monte Cassino ranks 
alongside Iwo Jima, Stalingrad and the Battle of the Bulge as one 
of the signature battles of the war, and although the Allies finally 
drove the Germans from the hilltop, it came, like its notorious 
counterparts elsewhere, at a terrifically high cost.14

 Wojtek himself never saw real battle up close. He was said to 
have been unbothered by the din of warfare, and liked to perch in trees 
and watch the explosions from afar. He reportedly helped his fellow 
soldiers deliver ammunition to the front, and at a certain point, was 
said to have gotten up on his hind legs to ferry individual shells in his 
front paws from a transport truck.15 After the battle, the image of the 
bear on two legs holding a shell became the official badge of the 22nd 
Transport Company, gracing their equipment and uniforms.
 Though anthropomorphised, Wojtek was much more than a 
mascot; he had become a totem for a people that had been deprived of 
their land, first by the Nazis and Soviets, and finally with the complicity 
of the British and Americans. Despite his origins – or perhaps because 

of them – he made for an apt symbol; adopted as an orphan, Wojtek too 
was alone in foreign territory, and after fighting valiantly for freedom, 
he also was caged and parcelled out to a distant land. 
 The 22nd Transport Company’s bear badge was a graphic 
example of like joining with like, while distinguishing themselves 
from various Others.16 For though the Polish II Corps were fighting 
on the same ‘side’ as the Allies, they were alone in fighting for 
Poland, which in the end appeared to have had few true friends 
among its Euro-American counterparts. With the assimilating of 
his traits as so many affiliative characteristics, Wojtek’s official 
enlistment was but a bureaucratic stamp on his adoption as a 
member of the clan. The 22nd Transport Company imagined their 
own fierceness as warriors as linked to the fierceness of the grizzly 
predator, who, nonetheless, doubled as a drinking partner – perhaps 
another, if less aspirational, trait.64 65

Some of the braver soldiers in the camp would wrestle with Wojtek. 
Ever the true gentlemen, Wojtek would keep his razor-sharp claws 
to himself, sometimes allowing his physically inferior superiors to 
win. Among his diet of honey, fruit, syrup and marmalade, Wojtek 
had his share of vices, especially drinking beer and eating cigarettes, 
preferring to ingest only the lit ones. At night the cuddly, quarter-
tonne bear would crawl into the tents and sleep alongside his friends.

The conTraBand companion
When Polish troops in the Middle East were finally called to ship 
out from Alexandria, Egypt to the front in Italy, it was unthinkable 
to leave Wojtek behind (or Kaśka or Stalin, not to mention a small 
zoo of mascots including pigs, pigeons and a parrot that said ‘Nazi 
go home!’ in Polish). When Wojtek was initially denied passage 
by the British 8th Army officials managing the MS Batory, the 
Polish II Corps, 22nd Transport Company Artillery Supply saw no 
other option other than to officially draft him. Private Wojtek was 

granted his own pay book, rank, rations and serial number, and 
boarded alongside his tent-mates and brothers in arms under a 
Polish flag en route to Italy.
 The destination was the German stronghold of Monte 
Cassino, a hilltop abbey that lay at a strategic point on the so-called 
Gustav Line that the Germans used to defend Rome. Its bombing 
and subsequent siege were undertaken in hopes of breaking 

14. The Allies suffered around 
55,000 casualties in the Monte 
Cassino campaign. See John 
Ellis. Cassino: The Hollow 
Victory: The Battle for Rome 
January–June 1944. London: 
Aurum Press, 2003. 

15. This is another detail 
contested as a tall story. Other 
versions say he only carried 
crates full of shells.

16. A proto-human habit of 
grouping around a symbol – 
usually an animal – totemism 
establishes difference from 
other ‘clans’ via kinship or 
animosity, and is considered by 
structural anthropologists as a 
basic organising principle for 
human society.

above: Polish graves at 
Monte Cassino, one of the 
most devastating battles of 
World War II. source: kenneth 
k. koskodan, No Greater Ally: 
The Untold Story of Poland’s 
Forces in World War II, 2011

right: Private Wojtek 
boarding the MS Batory in 
Alexandria, Egypt. source: 
The polish institute and 
sikorski museum

above: The phenomenon 
of fighters associating 
themselves with the traits of 
an animal can be witnessed 
in societies the world over 
– from the painting of animal 
spirits on American Indian 
warrior shields to urban 
gang’s pit bull mascots. 
source: warrelics.eu

right: A ca. 30,000-year-old 
cave drawing of a bear, 
Chauvet Cave, France. photo 
by Jean clottes. source: 
x-traonline.org 

Far right: Shamanistic Crow 
Indian shield with bear 
animal-spirit on the surface 
to protect the holder. The 
bear is charging to face a hail 
of bullets. source: norman 
Bancroft hunt, Shamanism in 
North America, 2003



swapping of hospitalities across geographies at a time of cruelly 
carved-up territories – and between species during a particularly 
dehumanising war – two subjected beings were able to find 
friendship in the most unlikely of places.

As far as national symbols go, however, the choice of a bear was 
an odd one; it was the favoured representative animal of Poland’s 
two twentieth-century nemeses, Russia and Germany. In a 
phenomenological mash-up that would have Žižek on a field day, 
Stalin was too likened to the bear, while the residents of Berlin refer 
to their home city as Bärlin, or Bear-lin, and the ubiquitous caricature 
graces the city’s flag, mugs, and other paraphernalia. Indeed, years 
later, the German national obsession with the snow-white polar bear 
cub Knut (2006-11), born in captivity, rejected by his mother and raised 
by zookeepers, is a strange bedfellow to the scrappy underdog story 
of the Middle-Eastern (Syrian) brown bear Wojtek. 

my cage For your iron curTain 
In 1946, after the war, Wojtek was shipped off to the UK with other 
members of the Polish II Corps, settling at the Winfield Camp 
in the rural town of Berwick, Scotland. He roamed freely in the 
camp, smoking and drinking alongside displaced soldiers that, 
like him, had little opportunity or ability to communicate with the 
neighbours. 
 By demobilisation in 1947, there was confusion as to Wojtek’s 
fate. ‘Betrayed at Yalta’, Poland was left behind the Iron Curtain, 
and Wojtek’s fellow soldiers’ dreams of parading him down the 
streets of a free Warsaw were never to be. The Soviet Union’s 
appeals to have him brought to the Gdańsk Zoo as a symbol of 
mutual victory were steadfastly refused, but it was agreed that he 
could stay in the Edinburgh Zoo until the day he could go ‘back 
to Poland’ as a ‘free man’, or rather a ‘free bear’.17 That Wojtek 
never came from Poland in the first place was not the issue; the 
Poland of his fellow émigrés was a thing of the past, or perhaps too 
ephemeral to have existed at all. The human soldiers themselves 
were resettled to all parts of the globe, many later telling wistful 
anecdotes of Persia and the remarkable bear from as far away as 
Central America or New Zealand.
 Wojtek would spend the rest of his days enthralling visitors 
at the zoo in Edinburgh, where he became an enormously popular 
attraction until his death at the age of twenty-two. Polish veteran 
exiles living in Scotland would visit him from time to time, 
throwing him cigarettes, playing him a mazurka on the accordion 
or jumping inside the enclosure for a quick wrestle. He was said 
to respond noticeably to spoken Polish, his ears pricking up to the 
language of his fellow exiles. 
  The parallel, inverted and knotted stories of the Polish exiles 
in Iran and that of Wojtek among the soldiers are the stuff of fairy 
tales – paradoxically originating in one of the greatest nightmares 
of the modern era. The moral of the story is bittersweet: in the 

17. Braidmade and Animal 
Monday, Wojtek: The Bear that 
Went to War, 2011.
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above: By the end of 2012, 
the Wojtek Memorial Trust 
Fund based in Scotland, 
had raised £200,000 to 
create two or more statues 
commemorating Wojtek. 
One bronze statue is to 
be erected in Edinburgh, 
with others planned for 
Warsaw and Monte Cassino, 
Italy. source: BBc and 
wojtekthebear.org.uk

above: The Berlin bär on the 
flag of West Berlin. source: 
Wikipedia 
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The BuTcher

how can i describe the butcher 
with his plum-like complexion? 
may a lover’s tears be licit wine 
for him!

his hooks resemble a tooth, his 
mouth a shop, and his block a 
toothpick.

There may be no meat, or 
anything for the pot, but with 
Lech Wałęsa, we’re happy with 
our lot.
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May a lover’s tears be licit wine 
for him!

His hooks resemble a tooth, his 
mouth a shop, and his block a 
toothpick.

There may be no meat, or 
anything for the pot, but with 
Lech Wałęsa, we’re happy with 
our lot.



70 71

President Carter’s defeat by Ronald Reagan with the largest electoral 
margin, was in large part due to the 444 days Iran hostage crisis. Carter’s 
inability to resolve the crisis cast him as a weak leader. Perhaps most un-
canny of all, was the timing of the release of the hostages – one hour into 
the inauguration of Ronald Reagan as president, on 20 January 1981. 
 The ‘coronation’ of Khomeini, could be gleaned far before his 
consolidation of power in the early days of the Iranian Revolution. 

His return aboard an Air France Boeing – not to mention being 
escorted by the pilot himself down the stairs to the tarmac – held 
significant symbolic power, adding a final, gilded legitimacy to a 
man who had been publicly condemned by the monarchy, whose son 
had been murdered by the Shah’s secret police, and who had been in 
exile for nearly fifteen years.

ouT/ in

After more than a decade in exile in Turkey and Iraq, Khomeini spent 
some time in Neauphle-le-Château, a leafy suburb outside of Paris, 
where urban legend has it he often ran into Marguerite Duras at the 
local grocery store. There, the two would discuss which sorts of pasta 
to buy.  

There is something strangely touching about Duras, the proto-
feminist, proto-communist rubbing shoulders with Khomeini, a man 
considered by many to be, if anything, the exemplary anti-feminist 
and anti-communist. 

meanWhile in  
neauphle-le-châTeau …

Marguerite Duras (left), Ruhollah Khomeini (right)

Carter being thrown to the sharks (left), Khomeini’s triumphant 
return to Tehran (right)

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran with Empress Farah (left), a statue of the Shah 
torn down in 1979 (right)

79. 89. 09. looks at three key dates: 1979, 1989, and 2009 in order to better 
understand the world we live in. Coinciding with twentieth-anniver-
sary celebrations across Eastern Europe for the fall of Communism, the 
financial crisis of 2009 marked another significant shift, as much of the 
mind as of the pocket, one would hope. While it is rather difficult to  
interpret the present or recent past, history will have no qualms in put-
ting the financial crisis of the early twenty-first century on equal footing 
with the late-twentieth-century fall of Communism. And perhaps we 
would better understand the severity of this earlier event, the collapse  
of Communism in 1989, if the US had split up into, say, fifty different re-
publics, as the Soviet Union crumbled into several independent nations. 
 1979 might strike some as less evident: however, the Iranian 
Revolution of that year presaged many of the major (and minor) 
geopolitical issues facing the world today.  

Considered by political think tanks in the US and Europe to be  
the second most important event of the twentieth century, after the  
Russian Revolution of 1917, the Iranian Revolution of 1979 has trig-
gered one of the major geopolitical narratives of the late-twentieth 
and early-twenty-first century: revolutionary Islam. 
 In the same way that the events of 1917 defined the world for the 
following seventy-odd years, the arrival of an Islamic theocracy, 
for the first time in over a millennia via perhaps one of the last 
truly popular modernist revolutions of the twentieth century, has 
defined the subsequent thirty years. The debates regarding Islam’s 
compatibility with modernity, the viability of a political form of 
Islam and even such tropes as martyrdom first grabbed the attention 
of the non-Muslim world in 1979 and has, for better or worse, 
occupied the airwaves ever since.

only solidariTy and paTience  
Will secure our vicTory

Nothing perhaps best crystallises the rapidity of the Shah’s fall 
than the celebration of 2,500 years of Iranian monarchy, known 
as the Peacock Throne, in 1971. With no extravagance spared, 
an air-conditioned tent city was erected on the site of Persepolis, 
the ceremonial capital of the Achaemenid Empire, near Shiraz in 
southern Iran. Maxim’s de Paris did the catering – which included 
roast peacock stuffed with foie gras – Limoges provided the 
dinnerware, and Lanvin the uniforms for the Imperial household. 

250 red Mercedes Benz limousines shuttled hundreds of presidents, 
prime ministers and royalty around, in what turned out to be the 
swan song of the Pahlavi dynasty. 
 Within an eight-year span, the Shah would flee the country, 
Khomeini would return from exile in Neauphle-le-Château, the Iran 
hostage crisis would bring down the Carter administration and the 
first Muslim theocracy in more than one thousand years would come 
into existence.

The peacock WiTh a Wee cock



Strangely, the place an Iranian-American is most likely to be told 
to go back to where he or she came from is at a petrol station. 
Perhaps rednecks do have a better grasp of geopolitics and the 

role commodities, such as oil, play in the relationship between  
the US and Iran?
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Anger has played an important role in the two countries’ 
relationship. Many people characterise the relationship between the 
US and Iran as an old couple, who sleep in different beds, but cannot 

seem to muster enough energy to definitively make a decision, either 
to get divorced or to live together in peace.

i’m ruBBer, you’re glue …

The peTrol sTaTion as 
geo-poliTical salon

An anti-Iran demonstration in Washington DC, 1979

Shell Station, Houston, Texas

When Iranian university students stormed the US Embassy and took 
fifty-two Americans hostage for exactly 444 days, it was the first time 
a non-equal, and non-communist power, had challenged the US, and 
the US flinched. A friendship now turned into a bitter, melodramatic
rivalry, with all the ingredients worthy of a Hollywood film. In fact, 

Oliver Stone tried on many occasions to put together a film on the 
subject while Peter Brook had explored the idea of an opera inspired 
by the episode: so many missed opportunities before having to settle 
for Ben Affleck’s feckless movie-within-a-feckless-movie Argo.

444 days: us hosTage crisis

BaBy-sTeps ToWards The TWenTy-
Four hour neWs cycle
It was out of the US hostage crisis of 1979 – 81 that ABC’s Nightline, 
a pioneering stalwart of nightly news in the television landscape of 
the US, was launched. Intended to compete with NBC’s The Tonight 
Show Starring Johnny Carson, Nightline was originally called The Iran 
Crisis — America Held Hostage: Day XXX. What was a one-off, special 
‘interruption’ in the nightly news programme, eventually lasted 

the whole duration of the hostage crisis. During such a protracted 
period, of course, nothing much of note happened but it eerily 
presaged the twenty-four hour news cycle which would come into 
its own in the 1990s with the O. J. Simpson trial. The programme 
continues to this day but without the relevance and impact it enjoyed 
under the helm of Ted Koppel.

The US hostages, blindfolded, outside the embassy, 1979

Ted Koppel, anchor of Nightline, from 1979 to 2005
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The anger of course is equally present on the Iranian side. In  
Haft-e Tir square, in downtown Tehran, where the demonstrations 
following the contested 2009 presidential elections took place,  
a mural celebrates Shahid Beheshti, a revolutionary leader killed in  

a bomb attack in 1981. Under his portrait, in Farsi: 
America as mah asahbani bash va az een asabaniyat bemeer 
(America, be angry at us and from this anger, die!)

geopoliTical BeeF lamB

Mural of Shahid Beheshti in downtown Tehran, 
1928 –1981

During Khomeini’s more than fourteen years in exile, his sermons 
and speeches were smuggled into Iran via audio cassette tapes and 
distributed throughout the country. The Iranian equivalent of the 
samizdat, the self-published copies of dissident literature distributed 

furtively throughout the Soviet Union, Khomeini’s tapes played 
a significant role both in mobilising the masses and energising 
the disillusioned middle class during the 1970s. 

mix-Tapes oF modernisT islam

Crowds gather to listen to Khomeini’s speech

Following the Iranian Revolution, many Iranian emigrants found 
refuge in the US. The relative youth of the country and pro-business 
environment suited the preternaturally mercantile Iranians like 
a glove. Yet, many Iranian-Americans could not square their pro-

American beliefs with what they believed to be a classic American 
feel-good song by that most bona fide of American bands, The Beach 
Boys. They mistook ‘Barbara Ann’ for …

BarBara ann

… ‘Bomb Iran’, a spoof composed during the hostage crisis by  
Vince Vance and the Valiants who happen to also be behind the 2003 
track ‘Yackity Yak, Bomb Iraq’, produced on the eve of the  
US invasion in 2003. 

Instead of: Went to a dance looking for  
  romance 
  Saw Barbara Ann so I thought I’d take a chance 
  Barbara Ann 
  Bar bar bar bar Barbara Ann 

It went: Went to a mosque, 
  gonna throw some rocks 
  Tell the Ayatollah, 
  ‘Gonna put you in a box!’
Bomb Iran.
Bomb, bomb, bomb, Bomb Iran 

And: Our country’s got a feelin’ 
  Really hit the ceilin’, Bomb Iran
  Bomb, bomb, bomb, Bomb Iran

Or:  Ol’ Uncle Sam’s gettin’ pretty hot 
  Time to turn Iran into a parking lot
Bomb Iran
Bomb, bomb, bomb, Bomb Iran

The otherwise saccharine pop lyrics belie a mean-streak in the 
two countries’ long-standing beef. The notion of turning ‘Iran into 
a parking lot’ again reveals the sensitive if complex issue of the 
average American’s reliance on the automobile and the immediate 
impact of a jump in the petrol prices due to a seemingly far away 
geopolitical crisis.

BomB iran

‘Barbara Ann’ by The Beach Boys, promotional image (left) and single (right)

‘Bomb Iran’ by Vince Vance and the Valiants, promotional image (left) and single (right)
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The Iranian Revolution is the first and only revolution of the 
modern era to advance a metaphysical agenda. Revolutions are 
doomed to fail: as anyone remotely familiar with the French or 
Russian Revolutions can attest to. It is one thing to deliver on certain 
promises – no matter how lofty, be it a proletarian government, 
the abolition of the monarchy, etc. – and quite another when the 

deliverables – salvation, redemption, and the like – are entirely 
independent of the material world. 
 It begs the question: is it a stroke of genius or bombastic 
foolishness to define success in such a way that it cannot be 
measured in this life?

The meTaphysical vs The maTerial

The unrest in Iran following the contested 2009 presidential elections 
stemmed from the very origins and name of the country. Inherent 
in the name itself – the Islamic Republic of Iran – there are two 
divergent, almost mutually exclusive, governing philosophies: the 
rule of God found in a theocracy and the rule of man found in a 
republic. Only once the trauma of the Iran-Iraq war was over and 
the country returned to a sense of normality did this tension come 
to the surface, initially with the reformist government of President 

Khatami. Today, the cleavage continues to grow and delegitimise 
the Islamic Republic. The reformist camp (Moussavi, Karroubi, 
Rouhani, et al) has tried to move the country towards a republican 
model where there would be a minimal sense of accountability to the 
electorate; the hardliners (former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei et al) have strengthened 
their belief in a more purist theocracy without the need for public 
participation or accountability.

Theocracy = rule oF god  
repuBlic = rule oF man

Qaderi Dervish of Kurdistan

Qaderi Dervish of Kurdistan

A Shah supporter (above), a Khomeini supporter (below) and pro-Green movement slogans: ‘Where is my 
vote? Long live Moussavi!’ and ‘Death to the regime which tricks its people’ on contemporary notes (insets) 

Money has often been a platform for civil disobedience. Supporters 
of the Shah held up Iranian currency with his portrait to show their 
support, while opposition Khomeini supporters replaced the portrait 
of the Shah with that of Khomeini. Today, money continues to be 
used as a medium of protest. Commonly found notes in Iran, such as 
the 20,000 rial or 2,000 toman and 50,000 rial or 5,000 toman,  

the equivalent of two and five US dollar bills respectively, are often 
found marked with slogans of the 2009 presidential protest: ‘Where 
is my vote?’, ‘Long live Moussavi’, and ‘Death to the regime which 
tricks its people’.

money: 1979 and 2009
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Much like the Russian Revolution, the Iranian Revolution of 1979 
was a liberationist revolutionary ideology that was subsequently 
exported beyond its borders. It’s a very interesting dynamic: foreign 
powers or influences are kicked out before one’s own ideology takes 
on the airs of those same foreign powers.  

In this case, several elements of the Iranian Revolution have been 
exported to the greater Muslim world. In a long-lashed wink at the 
Soviets, the Islamic Republic of Iran positions itself as a champion of 
the oppressed and exploited throughout the world.

anTi-imperialisT imperialism

Continuity of the Revolution ... ’till the End of Plundering (left),  
Slavs and Tatars, Beware the anti-imperialist, 2011 (right)

In his book Les Antimodernes (2005), Antoine Compagnon 
describes the true modernist not as the utopianists who only look 
forward (e.g. Vladimir Mayakovsky, F. T. Marinetti) but rather 
as the ‘anti-modernists’, those somewhat conflicted visionaries 
deeply affected by the passing of the pre-modern age. As Sartre 
said about Baudelaire, those who go forward but with an eye in 
the rear-view mirror.

Walter Benjamin’s uses a similar trope with his Angel of History, 
thrust forward with her back to the future but facing the past, as does 
the Malagasy language which, contrary to most Western, positivist 
conceptions of time, uses words such as ‘behind’ to describe the 
future and ‘in front’ to convey the past.
 The Iranian Revolution of 1979 was in every sense an anti-
modernist revolution. 

The anTimodernisTs are noT 
anTimodern

Imam Ali painted on a water reservoir, near Chak-Chak, Iran

choosing noT To choose
Slavs and Tatars created Between 79.89.09. to actively choose not to 
choose, be it between East and West, the political and the personal, 
or the analytical and the affective. Each edition features a different 
opt-out for the dervish. This one reads: ‘A dervish once said: between 

western alienation and eastern submission, i’ll take: a nap.’ Some of 
the others include: a fag, a coke, a hermes bag, etc.

Slavs and Tatars, Between 79. 89. 09., 2009

mo’ money, mo’ records,  
mo’harram sTyle

Woman at Ashura ceremony, Shariati Avenue, Tehran, 2009

While there seems to be a consensus in the West that the Iranian 
Revolution was a reactionary revolution, one could look at it from 
behind, as it were, or upside down. Reinstating an Islamic theocracy 

in the late-twentieth century, a form of government that has not 
existed for more than a thousand years, could, in itself, be seen as  
a radical act. 
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Former Massachusetts Governor and 1988 Democratic Presidential Candidate Michael Dukakis

A slightly less successful export, though, is the monobrow. In Iran, 
the triumvirate of the eyebrows, eyelashes and eyes are the defining 
traits of beauty. The portraits of the Shi’ite imams – Hossein and 

Abolfazl – feature strong protruding eyebrows as a sign of virility 
and courage. To this day, in Iran, a monobrow can help you curry 
favour with the opposite sex …

muslim monoBroWs? good 

Imam Abolfazl (left), Imam Hossein (right)
As a result of this anti-imperialist imperialism, more than thirty 
years after the Iranian Revolution, we saw several tenets being 
played out, pushed, debated, flirted with around the Middle East. 
In fact, one reason why there were so many proponents of a grand 
bargain between the US and Iran, in the vein of Nixon’s deal with 
China in the 1970s, was that Iran plays a significant role in the 
affairs of at least six of its neighbours: In Syria it supports the Assad 
regime; in Lebanon, the creation and financial support of Hezbollah; 

in Afghanistan, it supported the Northern Alliance and has been 
a long-time foe of the Taliban. On the Kurdish question, a quarter of 
the Kurdish population lives within Iran’s borders; in Iraq, sixty to 
seventy per cent of the population is Shi’a and heavily influenced by 
Iran; and finally in Palestine, Iran gained increasing recognition for 
its hardline stance against Israel and its financial support for both 
Hamas and Hezbollah.

one’s Fingers in many kiBBehs

Iraq, Kurdistan, Syria, Palestine, Lebanon, Afghanistan 
(clockwise above left to right)

The imams of Twelver Shi’ism showing the twelfth, or hidden, imam with his face whitened out (left),  
a painting depicting Mary and the angels has been modified to feature Khomeini (right)

marTyrdom
For example, one successful ‘export’, has been the role of martyrdom, 
a fundamental pillar of Shi’ite identity, in contrast to the majority 
muslim Sunni identity. The sense of historical injustice or victimhood 
underlying martyrdom continues to play a significant role in the 
Shi’a faith and the seminal split from Sunnis. 
 Every year, during the holy month of Moharram, Shi’as mourn 
the beheading of Imam Hossein, one of the twelve imams, at the 
hands of the Sunni Umayyad Caliph Yazid at the Battle of Kerbala 
(680 AD). During the Iran–Iraq war, Iran managed to define the war as 
another struggle against tyranny, a modern-day restaging of the Battle 
of Kerbala, and sent thousands of young men, sometimes in their 
early teens, to defend the motherland against the invaders (Saddam’s 
Iraq but also its backers in the West). Despite the contemporary 

enmity between the Sunni and Shia, the role of martyrdom has 
recently been appropriated by Sunnis, particularly Wahhabis,  
as justification for various suicide attacks around the world. 
 There is a school of thought, first advanced by the eminent 
twentieth-century Iranianologist Henry Corbin, that sees Shi’ism, 
with its prominent emphasis on angelology and tradition of Neo-
Platonic thinkers, as somewhat similar to Catholicism. A theosophist 
himself, Corbin traces the unique role of angels, illumination theory, 
and neo-Platonism to Suhrevardi, the eleventh-century Shi’a mystic 
and founder of the ishraq school of illumination. Similarly to Iran, 
martyrdom is also often invoked in Poland’s historical identity: as 
the storyline of independence perpetually gained and lost as well as 
in specific events such as the Katyn massacre.

genTile monoBroWs? Bad 
… whereas, in the West, as anyone who has spent time with 
a monobrow at school can attest, they don’t win you points 

with the girls … or boys, for that matter.
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The idea of a resurgent Iran is as much fact as fiction, a perfect 
chimera to keep the military industrial complex in the West and the 
Gulf busy. Notwithstanding the policies of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran to its west across the Middle East, it is to the immediate north 
and east where its Persianate influence has had the most impact. 
The people of Tajikistan speak a modern form of Persian or Farsi; 
roughly twenty per cent of the population of Uzbekistan are Tajiks; 
half of the people of Afghanistan speak Dari, an Afghan Persian 

dialect; Azerbaijan is the only other overwhelmingly Shi’a country 
in the world, other than Iran, with which it shares several cultural 
and historical figures. During the nineteenth century, the Persians 
lost much of the Caucasus to the Russian Empire in successive 
wars and several important figures in Azerbaijani history – Nizami 
and Akhundov – wrote in Farsi. If many of these countries look 
economically or politically to Russia, culturally and/or religiously, 
it is to Iran that they are oriented. 

a greaTer iran

Imagine walking into former palaces of the Shah or Shi’ite shrines, 
where the entire interior is made of mirror mosaics, each roughly two 
centimetres square, leaving no part of the wall visible, you could be 
forgiven for thinking you’ve walked into a Swarovski boutique year 

4000 AD or onto the set of a Kubrick remake. These mirror mosaics 
represent another interesting if less noted export of the Iranian 
Revolution. 

Bevelled, BruTal Bling

Greater Iran, Wikipedia

The shrine of Shah-Abdol-Azim in Rey, Iran

For the Frieze Sculpture Park in London in 2010, Slavs and Tatars 
exhibited A Monobrow Manifesto, with Persian epic hero Roustam, 
from Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, marked HOT! on one side and …

monoBroW – hoT

… Bert, from Sesame Street, marked NOT! on the other.  
The monobrow is an epiphenomenon through which we can 
demystify the accepted wisdom surrounding the conflict between 
the West and the East. If in the West, the monobrow has been 
associated with delinquent behaviour (Victorian England) or 

werewolves (France), in the Middle East and the Caucasus,  
the monobrow is a sign of virility and sophistication. That is,  
if in the southern parts of Eurasia, the monobrow is hot, in the US 
and Europe, it’s clearly not. 

monoBroW – noT

Slavs and Tatars, A Monobrow Manifesto, 2010. Frieze Sculpture Park

Slavs and Tatars, A Monobrow Manifesto, 2010. Frieze Sculpture Park
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Slavs and Tatars, Resist Resisting God, 2009

It requires a certain amount of intellectual acrobatics, if not emotional 
anxiety, to draw your inspiration or influence from your antithesis. 
For example, the Iranian Revolution imported wholesale much of 

its visual language from the Russian Revolution, even though it 
resulted in a theocratic regime in total contrast to the atheism of the 
Russian Revolution.

1917 versus 1979

Navab Safavi, revolutionary leader 1924 –1955 and Gerasimov’s Lenin (inset)

The true medium of mise en abyme, the mirror mosaics require the use 
of a mirror to actually execute the design.

mirror, mirror, on The Wall …
Floor, ceiling, everyWhere

The geometric patterns, upon which the mirror mosaics are based, 
arrived with the Arab invasions of Iran that introduced Islam in the 
seventh century. Wood or ceramic was the Arab medium of choice. 
The Persians, always keen to distinguish themselves from their Arab 
neighbours, used mirrors as a bevelled, brutal option.
 Slavs and Tatars are particularly interested in the revolutionary 
potential of certain crafts. In the case of Iran, the mirror mosaic best 

exemplifies the complexity behind the Islamic Republic’s particular 
brand of anti-imperial imperialism. Today, it exports this craft as 
the aesthetic embodiment of its own ideology to Shi’ite mosques 
and shrines throughout the region such as the Zeynab Shrine in 
Damascus.

Beviled, BruTal Bling

The mirror as tool, used by Golhamhossein 
Shadizarnagh 

Golestan Palace, Tehran; geometric patterns; Shrine of Zeinab, Damascus; 
geometric patterns (clockwise above left to right)

resisT resisTing god 
In 2009, Slavs and Tatars created a piece that, when viewed frontally, 
looked like another decorative mirror pattern …  

but from an angle, a text appeared, somewhat mystically:  
Resist Resisting God.
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It is heart-warming, after all, to see that the decision-makers of a 
theocracy are open-minded enough to be inspired by their antithesis, 
the atheist left of Russia. Anti-US sentiment has been a rallying call 
of the Islamic Republic from day one. Not so much shared by the 

Iranian people themselves, the easy jingle of anti-Americanism is 
periodically played to this day at any opportune moment. The case 
of Iran goes to show the old adage is true: the enemy (USSR) of your 
enemy (US), is your friend. 

The immaculaTe  
children oF kluTsis

What is to be Done? by Shariati, Chernyshevsky and Lenin

Klutsis (left), anti-Shah propaganda (right)

When Khomeini returned to Iran, much of the groundwork for the 
revolution had been done: he left as a religious cleric, idolised by the 
religious classes alone and returned as a national hero. Perhaps no 
one was more instrumental in this transformation than Ali Shariati 
who helped make Islam more palatable to Iran’s burgeoning middle 
classes and sparked an Islamic revival among young, educated 
Iranians by combining Shi’ism with liberationist, anti-colonial 
thought. Considered to be the most important Iranian philosopher 
of the twentieth century, Shariati studied under Sartre and Louis 

Massignon in Paris in the 1960s, translated Franz Fanon into Persian, 
and was, until his death under mysterious circumstances in London 
in 1977, the leader of the opposition to the Shah.
 Shariati’s What is to be Done lifts its title from both the  
seminal late-nineteenth-century Russian revolutionary novel  
by Chernyshevsky and tract by Lenin, Что Делать (What is to  
be Done).

The philosopher: ali shariaTi
Both scenarios – in the USSR and in Iran – involved a contentious jostle 
for power with a third person who was marginalised shortly before 
the succession of power. If in the USSR’s case this was Trotsky, in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran’s case, it is the moderate-minded reformer 
Ayatollah Montazeri whose death in December 2009, while under 
house arrest, set off a new round of protests against the regime. 
 The intrigues of Montazeri’s sidelining are worthy of a Cold War 
novel, though one with considerably less violence than Trotsky’s might 

have had. Long considered to be Khomeini’s successor, Montazeri 
was placed under house arrest for over twenty years after protesting 
against the summary execution of thousands of political prisoners and 
questioning the necessity of a velayat-faqih or Supreme Leader. 
 As if these similarities between the two countries were not 
uncanny enough, is it not an incredible coincidence that both Stalin 
and Khamenei have a paralysed arm, the left one for Stalin and the 
right one for Khamenei?

monTazeri, iran’s TroTsky?

Montazeri and Khomeini 1987 (left), Khamenei and Khomeini 2007 (right) 

love Thy predecessor  
haTe Thy successor
Reminiscent of Stalin who enjoyed being pictured with Lenin in the 
same way, Seyed Ali Khamenei, the current Supreme Leader in Iran, 
often pictures himself next to his predecessor, the now-deceased 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the father of the Iranian Revolution. 

For both Khamenei and Stalin, the gesture helps bolster a 
questionable arrival to power and thus their legitimacy as inheritors 
of the revolutionary legacy of the respective revolutionary founders, 
Khomeini and Lenin. 

Khamenei and Khomeini represented in murals in Tehran (left), Stalin and Lenin, with text: 
‘The spirit of the great Lenin and his victorious standard today inspires us in the Great Patriotic War’ (right)
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According to popular political theory, the seeds of a revolution are 
sown when a given leader no longer resembles his people.  
So according to this logic, the Russian Revolution began not in 1917, 
nor in the aborted attempts of 1905, but in the early-eighteenth 

century when Peter the Great returned from a trip to Europe and 
decided to levy a tax on the Russian nobility, the Boyars, if they did 
not cut their unseemly, decidedly ‘Eastern’ beards to more resemble 
Western European nobility.

Beards? Banned

Similarly, in 1936, in an effort to emulate Ataturk, Reza Shah,  
the father of Reza Pahlavi, the ousted Shah, outlawed the wearing of 
the veil in public.

veils? verBoTen

Peter the Great (left) forced the Boyars (right) to cut their beards in an effort to 
‘westernise’ the country

Reza Shah outlawed the wearing of the veil in 1936

First coined in the eponymous book by Jalal Al-e-Ahmad, 
Qarbzahdegi refers to the loss of Iranian cultural identity through the 
adoption and imitation of Western models and Western criteria in 
education, the arts, and culture. 

Ali Shariati revived the concept with his critique and opposition to 
the transformation of Iran into a passive market for Western goods 
and as a pawn in Western geopolitics. 

QarBzahdegi

Westoxification (or Occidentosis): the sense of being 
contaminated, sullied, or corrupted by the West

Ali Shariati helped bring leftists and nationalists closer to Islam 
and, crucially, gave Khomeini and the Islamists a space in which 
to operate and ultimately marginalise their opponents, these same 
leftists and nationalists. The ban on the tie in Iran offers a rare insight 
into the pluralism of the major factions of the Iranian Revolution at 
the time. The Revolution was first and foremost a national struggle, 
against the monarchy and against what was perceived as a loss of 
cultural if not national sovereignty. A disparate mixture of Marxists, 
nationalists and Islamists mobilised the Iranian people against 

the Shah, but once his regime fell, the Islamists, led by Khomeini, 
quickly filled the power vacuum and marginalised the other groups, 
including the infamous Mojaheddin, who at the outset had offered 
their own cocktail of Marxism and Islam. 
 The ban on the tie is one small area of policy where the left and 
right overlapped and agreed: for the left, the tie was a symbol of 
capitalism and for the right, of Western decadence.

look, ma: no Tie!
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Ali Larijani, Mir-Hossein Mousavi (left to right)
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Judging by its public art, Iran looks more like Disneyland or a not-
so-miniature golf course. Public art and sculpture are among any 
country’s most telling expression of identity. So where the Soviet 
Union embraced social realism, with monumental sculptures 
honouring the proletarian hero, the Islamic Republic of Iran trades in 
magical realism. 
 No statues of past religious clerics are to be found nor any safe 
bets such as iconic literary figures. The secular left digs the dirt 

on history’s clerics, who at one point or another all collaborated 
with colonial powers, while the religious right accuses the likes of 
Ferdowsi and Omar Khayyam of religious equivocation. So, instead, 
an idyllic, fantasy world of deer, doves, horses, lions, and grapes is 
found. Nothing is as politically safe as plants or animals for they lack 
ideology. This is very much a third way that would make even Blair 
and Clinton cringe. 

The undecided

Horse, Kermanshah (left), The Grapes of Wrath, Qazvin (right)

Nowhere is this more evident than the case of twenty-one-year-old 
Mazi Mostaffi who attempted, in a joint mission with the Lebanese 
Hezbollah, to carry out the fatwa against Salman Rushdie, but died  

en route from diarrhea. It seems even unsuccessful, incontinent 
martyrs get their fifteen metres of fame.

social realism: marTyrs 

Mural on Hemmat Highway, Tehran

A British journalist living in Tehran remarked at the time that to 
require Iranian women to go outside the home without their veils 
was equivalent to requiring British women to leave the house 
topless.

PRE-REvOLUTIOn / 
posT-revoluTion

A woman catches the eyes of the Shah’s army before the revolution while veiled women turn away 
from a man, post-revolution.

Whereas the USSR celebrated the proletariat via the portrayal of 
the generic, anonymous labourer, the Islamic Republic of Iran,  
a product of its age, opts for pathos through the excessive 
portrayal of individual martyrs. George Bernard Shaw once said 

that the only way for someone without talent or beauty to become 
famous was martyrdom. It seems unfortunate that the Iran-Iraq 
war and reality television have done their part to lower the 
requirements even further. 

social realism: proleTariaT

A big push for the Bolshevik harvest (left), Slavs and Tatars, Wheat Mollah, 2011 (right)



The full name of the Solidarity movement was Niezależny Samorządny 
Związek Zawodowy ‘Solidarność’ or the Independent Self-governing 
Trade Union ‘Solidarity’.
 The movement which helped bring down Communism in Poland 
and across the Eastern Bloc started off as a trade union in the Gdańsk 
shipyard in 1980 and was led by Lech Wałęsa. Solidarity’s strikes 

never demanded an end to Communism itself but instead for 
relatively tactical but concrete improvements: in living conditions, 
working hours, food, etc.

92 93

Marek’s post, on the Tehran Bureau website, offers a biting if entertain-
ing look at how Poland viewed developments in Iran. 

I’m writing from Poland. We have the same experiences from the past with 
our stupid, bloody Communist regime. Fortunately, now we are free. 

Iran is close to my heart, because I’ve been there two times and  
I have many close friends in this wonderful country. 

I love them, but I have to tell you one thing. I realised that the Iranian soul is 
too emotional. When one day people won the fight with basijis on the streets, 
they started to think that freedom was behind the next corner. Now the same 
people are crying after one defeat. It makes me angry. 
 

Fighting for freedom is always the very long path. It is impossible to achieve 
it only on the street, in seven months. You should have the strategy for a few 
years and smart, active leaders like Lech Wałęsa.

Stop crying and start to work, make leaflets, underground presses, convince 
workers and people from small cities etc., that there are hundreds of methods. 
I know, it is hard work, but my experiences from Poland told me — there is 
no other way. You have to deserve your freedom.

I love Iran and I’m sure that you will be free very fast, maybe in five years. 
But stop complaining first. 

Marek / 15 February 2010, 2:49 AM Tehranbureau.com

‘sTop crying and  
sTarT To Work…’

The cover of Tygodnik Solidarność, 2 June 1989

After the protests against the 2009 presidential election results in 
Iran and the subsequent crackdown, many people began to draw 
parallels with Poland in the 1980s.
 To cite just one example: the silent marches in Tehran where 
100,000 people marched through the city in silence took a page out of 
Poland’s history book and Solidarność’s fight against Communism. 
Many leaders of the Iranian protests looked to Poland and the 

Solidarność period for inspiration on how to bring change gradually 
and peacefully, from within the system. In fact, Poland’s then-
government played an instrumental role in the Eastern Partnership 
programme, an EU initiative with several post-Soviet states. Poland’s 
size, history, and past ties with some of the nations (Belarus, Ukraine) 
had made it a natural choice as an institutional flag bearer for reform.

IRAnIAn SOLIDARnOść

SOLIDARnOść

la ilaha illa allah (there is only one god, Allah). Iranian image 
inspired by the use of crowds in the Solidarność logo

PZPR (Polish United Workers’ 
Party)? NO, THANK YOU
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Solidarity flag atop Hala Arena, Poznań

Pope John Paul II’s third pilgrimage to Poland and the Pope with 
Lech Wałęsa and Prime Minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki (inset)

Poland is perhaps not the most ‘sexy’ or violent of places but its 
methodical, boring, and systematic approach to Communism proved 
far more effective than the ‘sexy’ and violent alternatives of its 
neighbours. 

Via strikes and civil disobedience, Poland successfully squared-up 
against a Communist regime which enjoyed all the military support 
of the USSR.

1989: more painsTaking  
Than punk

Another ‘unsexy’, often overlooked but very important factor in 
the success of Solidarność was the role of the Church (not exactly 
de rigeur in Western intellectual circles). Appointed Pope in 1978,  
John Paul II immediately prepared the Poles for a long, peaceful 

change of the system from within. Throughout all the negotiations 
with the government during the 1980s, the Catholic Church acted as 
a neutral, trusted intermediary or referee between the Communist 
government and the Solidarność movement. 

John paul ii
In 2009, there were twentieth-anniversary celebrations across 
Europe in memory of the events of 1989. When we think of the fall of 
Communism in Eastern Europe, iconic images of violence or drama 
often come to mind such as the crowds on the Berlin Wall or statues 

of Lenin being torn down or Ceauşescu’s execution. Despite the 
public’s and media’s need for iconic or ‘sexy’ imagery, it is often in 
the shadows rather than the spotlight that true change occurs.

1989 /  RADICAL ChIC

Bucharest, Warsaw, Berlin, Bucharest, 1989 (clockwise top left to right)
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One of the most iconic images of the Solidarność movement: striking workers at  
the Gdańsk shipyard; Slavs and Tatars, Only Solidarity and Patience, 2011 (inset)

In an open letter to the Pope, Khomeini answered John Paul II’s concerns 
regarding the deteriorating relationship between Iran and the United 
States following the hostage crisis.

May 5, 1980

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

His Excellency Pope John Paul II, 

I received your letter which expressed concern over the strained relations between 
the Islamic Iran and the United States. I express my gratitude for your good will 
and would like to inform you that our combatant and noble people regard the 
severance of relations as a good omen; they have made merry, illuminated, and 
celebrated the occasion. I thank his Excellency for praying God, the Almighty, on 
behalf of our combatant nation. Still, I ask his Excellency not to be concerned over 
the eruption of new, poor relations and greater hazards mentioned in that letter, 
since Iran’s Muslim nation welcomes any predicament which may arise by the 
severance of ties and is not frightened of the more serious hazards warned of in that 
letter. 

The truly dangerous day for our nation is when (foreign) relations similar to those 
preferred by the former traitor regime are resumed, which, God willing, will not 
happen.

Considering his Excellency’s spiritual influence among the Christian 
believers, I ask his Honor to warn the US government of the consequences of its 
oppressions, cruelties, plunders, and advise Mr. Carter, who is doomed to defeat, 
to treat nations desiring absolute independence of global powers on the basis of 
humanitarian principles. He should be advised to observe the guidelines of Jesus 
Christ and not to expose himself and the US Administration to defamation. I pray 
God, the Almighty, to grant prosperity to the oppressed worldwide and rupture 
the hand of the oppressors. 

Ruhollah Mousavi Khomeini

The last paragraph – where the Shi’a Imam reminds the head of the 
worldwide Catholic Church that if Carter were a true Christian, 
his actions would be altogether different – is rich with Khomeini’s 
characteristic chutzpah, unflinching confidence in his position, and 
dismissive tone towards the US.

unlikely pen pals

‘Slavs have always had a different approach to time, one that is 
more long term than often seen in the West. This was especially the 
case during Communism. Slavs do not spend time. In the Slavic 
thesaurus, under duration there is no dollar sign. Time is not money 
because there always was plenty of the former but never much of 

the latter. For half a century, the two did not even occupy the same 
latitude and longitude.’ – from Slavs and Tatars manifesto, first 
published in 032c, 2008. 
 Now, though there’s plenty of money in certain Slavic countries, 
time remains somewhat resistant to late, liberal capitalism.

Blinksmanship

300,000 people attended the famous white marches after the 
attempt on the life of Pope John Paul II in May 1981 

Stalin once said that trying to communise the Poles is like trying to 
put a saddle on a cow. Unlike its status in most Communist regimes, 
the Church was active throughout the Polish Communist era: never 

officially outlawed, it was condoned as realpolitik by  
the government. 

leT sTars sTay in The sky,  
sickles in The Fields and  
hammers in The FacTories

Anatole Lunacharsky

There have been several attempts to incorporate religion into 
Communism, the most interesting being the God-Building by 
Anatole Lunacharsky (1875 –1933). Proposed to accommodate 
religious sentiments to the world-view of Communism, 
Lunacharsky’s God-Building created a new religion compatible 

with science and not based on supernatural beliefs. Lenin was 
infuriated by the notion, and considered Lunacharsky’s position to 
be extremely harmful, supposedly transforming Marxism into a mild 
liberal reformism.

god-Building
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Poland’s modern history has been one of independence constantly 
gained and then lost. The letters P and W of Polska Walcząca, or 
Polish Resistance, a symbol of Polish resistance from World War II, 
became an anchor in a clairvoyant nod to the origins of the 
Solidarność movement some forty years later.

When Solidarność was banned by martial law in 1981, Solidarność 
Walcząca, a Polish anti-Communist underground organisation and 
one of the more radical splinter groups of Solidarność, was founded. 
 Solidarność Walcząca changed the P to an S and re-instated the 
eagle with the crown as the symbol of pre-Communist Poland.

POLSKA WALCZąCA

The Polska Walcząca flag (left) and Solidarność Walcząca emblem (right)

Prague, 1989

Because it achieved steady, concrete milestones in non-violent ways, 
Poland’s Solidarność provided a crucial, continuous momentum to 
anti-Communist movements across Eastern Europe. The USSR was 
clearly on the brink of bankruptcy due to several factors, including 

low oil prices and the costly invasion of Afghanistan. Poland acted as 
a persistent thorn in its side, exposing its weaknesses throughout the 
better part of the decade.

iT Took 10 years, 10 monThs,  
10 Weeks, 10 days …

During the shipyard strikes, the church would come to the protesters 
to support them in prayer.

drive-By conFessionals

The mobile church in Poland
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The printing premises of Solidarność in Gdańsk, 1980, (above) and protesters set light to the 
Communist mouthpiece Trybuna Ludu during a demonstration on the steps of the Church of 
the Holy Cross in Warsaw in 1989 (below) 

As a result of the Polish ‘refusal of the lie’ the first semi-free elections 
in the countries of the Eastern Bloc since World War II took place 
without recourse to violence.

selF-managemenT Body  
your FaTe in your hands

‘The absurdity of the ruling system could be counted on; what 
was necessary in the meanwhile was the refusal of the lie and the 

willingness to display civic courage.’ 
– Leszek Kołakowski , Polish historian and philosopher

civil disoBedience

Young Poles read about the strikes in Gazeta Wyborcza and an activist 
prepares a banner (inset)

Adam Michnik at the first print run of Solidarność Gazeta Wyborcza. Lech Wałęsa wearing  
an ad-hoc Solidarność hat (inset)

Adam Michnik was one of the leaders of the illegal, democratic 
opposition in Poland, was an adviser to Solidarność in the 1980s. 
Today, Michnik is Editor in Chief of Gazeta Wyborcza, literally 

‘newspaper of the vote’, which originated as the underground 
newspaper of Solidarność and remains today one of the largest 
papers in the nation.

The Thinker: adam michnik
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The round table discussions of spring, 1989 

Slavs and Tatars, In Praise of the Slow, 2011, Gdańsk

Wasz Prezydent, Nasz Premier (literally ‘Your President, our Prime 
Minister’) was a famous line that captured the spirit of compromise 
between Solidarność and the regime. Solidarność won more than ninety 
per cent of the available seats (35% in the lower house and 99% in the 
Senate), but accepted to have President Jaruzelski retain his post as 
President if the opposition were allowed to choose the Prime Minister. 
 To ask for abstract, rhetorical justice or responsibility after the 
events, often results in endless recriminations. Solidarność’s leaders 

were keen to move forward and not to look backwards. Prime 
Minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki coined the term gruba kreska or ‘the 
thick line’ as the proverbial line in the sand, to stem off the potential 
for revenge, protecting President Jaruzelski and other Communist 
officials from prosecution by the incoming government. Many far 
more radical factions of the opposition objected to Solidarność even 
sitting at the same table with Communist officials, arguing instead 
for a total regime change or nothing.

Wasz prezydenT  
nasz premier

In the West, compromise is often seen as a weakness but in the East 
it is considered a vitally constructive force and a demonstration of 
strength. Clearly, the role of faith, on this occasion Catholic, played a 
role in convincing a population which had been brutally repressed of 
the benefits of forgiveness as well.
 Michnik himself spent several years in prison (1968 – 69, 
1981– 84, 1985 – 86) due to his anti-government actions. At the round 

table discussions, he sat across the room from the very Generals 
(Jaruzelski and Kiszczak) who had sentenced him to imprisonment. 
 He said at the time: ‘I would be lying if I said I did not want 
revenge. Anyone who has suffered that humiliation, at some level, 
wants revenge. I know all the lies. I saw people being killed. But  
I also know that revanchism is never ending.’

BeFore learning To run 
We musT learn To craWl

Iconic Solidarność posters to get out the vote on 4 June 1989

The calendar date was a momentous one. Firstly, in Iran the night 
before, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini died, serving as a distinct 
if depressing milestone for the Iranian Revolution. What had 
begun as a truely popular revolution in 1978 – 79, had by the time of 
Khomeini’s death resulted in an autocratic, oppressive regime.  

In China, on the same date, a student movement was brutally 
crushed in Tiananmen Square. At this fork in the road, Poland had 
two clear paths before it. Instead of going in the direction of either 
Iran or China, it opted for a third, unknown route, one that ensured 
progress and continuity over radicalism.

4 June 1989
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Jaruzelski addressing the nation (inset) and protestors with banners (above). Workers in  
a chemical plant meet with Lech Wałęsa, Oświęcim, 10 November, 1981 (below), the banner 
reads: ‘Lech! Break down what can’t be broken down with reason’

The audience brought their stereo systems, as a precursor to the ubiquitous mobile phone at today’s 
concerts, to tape the music

There is no Freedom  
WiThouT solidariTy
Even though Perestroika was well under way, it is important not to 
underestimate the achievements of Solidarność in bringing down 
peacefully a Communist government that had the state security 
force and an extensive military arsenal at its disposal. The return of 
the national conservative party PiS (Law and Justice) to power in 

2015 brought a revanchism that threatens the very legacy of reform 
and foreshadowed, with Hungary, the rise of populism and turns 
towards what is termed euphemistically “illiberal democracy”.

If in pre-revolutionary Iran, people gathered to listen to Khomeini 
or Shariati, in Poland, it was decidedly more upbeat with rock ’n’ 
roll bringing out the masses. Organised in 1980, the Jarocin Festival 
was one of the first rock and punk music festivals in the Eastern Bloc. 
Fans carried ghetto blasters not to listen to but rather to record the 
live music and be able to relive the music later at home, with friends 
and family. Perhaps a better analogy to Khomeini’s tapes, however, is 
Kultura, a periodical published by Polish émigrés in Paris. Smuggled 
into Poland as Khomeini’s tapes were into Iran, Kultura offered an 
indirect, literary critique of the political situation in the country, 
with texts by Witold Gombrowicz and Czesław Miłosz, much like 
the films by Iranian directors such as Abbas Kiarostami, Mahmad 
Makhmalbaf or Jafar Panahi. 
 Czesław Niemen, a Polish singer who often performed poetry to 
pop music, was also a proponent of looking within oneself to change 
reality:

Dziwny jest ten świat
gdzie jeszcze wciąż miesci się wiele zła
i dziwne jest to że od tylu lat
człowiekiem gardzi człowiek
Dziwny ten świat świat ludzkich spraw
czasem aż wstyd przyznać się
a jednak często jest ze ktoś
słowem złym zabija tak jak nożem
Lecz ludzi dobrej woli jest więcej
i mocno wierzę w to że ten świat
nie zginie dzięki nim
nadszedł już czas najwyższy czas
nienawiść zniszczyć w sobie

Strange is this world
where still there is so much evil
and it is strange that for so many years
Man has had so much contempt for one another
Strange is this world of human affairs
sometimes one is ashamed to admit it
but it happens often that somebody
with a bad word kills like with a knife
But there are more people with good intentions
and I strongly believe in it that this world
won’t perish thanks to them
it is high time
we destroyed hatred in ourselves

Czesław Niemen, ‘Strange is this world’

Jarocin FesTival



Every year, Shi’as around the globe – from Lebanon to Iraq, Iran 
to Pakistan and all the way to Aceh, the northern tip of Sumatra – 
commemorate the martyrdom of Hussein, the Prophet’s grandson, 
during the month of Muharram, in what Elias Canetti has called ‘an 
orchestra of grief’. Marches, drum beats, drama, dirges, and, perhaps 
most importantly, weeping, build to a climax on Ashura (literally 
tenth in Arabic to denote the day of the month of Hussein’s death). 
Yet, despite – or perhaps because of – this intensive public display of 
mourning, a palpable sense of exhilaration or even joy seeps through 
the rituals. Often circumscribed in countries such as Iran, public 
space comes alive with the air of a street party. A main element of  

the complex constellation that makes up Muharram is the taziyeh,  
a dramatic re-enactment of the Battle of Kerbala, the only indigenous 
drama of the Muslim world. The Brechtian equivalent of the 
medieval Passion Play, the taziyeh is a further example of the shared 
affinity between Catholicism and Shi’ism. It comes as little surprise 
then that two of the most important international scholars of taziyeh 
are Aleksander Chodźko (1804-1891) the nineteenth-century Slavist 
and Iranologist, and Peter J Chelkowski (1933–), Professor Emeritus 
of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies at NYU.
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The emblem of the Islamic Republic of Iran, a stylized ‘Allah’ (left), the Achameanid 
symbol of Zoroastrianism (right) 

In Iran, apostasy is also being used as a form of civil disobedience. 
With a long history before Islam’s arrival in the seventh century, 
many young and old Iranians alike are turning to Zoroastrianism, 
the religion of pre-Islamic Persia. Its main tenet is summed up in the 
relatively simple maxim ‘good thoughts, good words, good deeds’ 

as a form of protest against the absolutism of the Islamic regime.  
The first monotheistic religion in the world, several tenets of the 
three main Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) find 
their origins in Zoroastrianism.

aposTasy: iran

An official attempt to drive the census 
figures of Catholics down to reflect 
Poland more accurately

Today, among some in Poland, apostasy – the renunciation of one’s 
religion – is gaining ground as a form of civil disobedience to the 
growing role of the Catholic Church. Upon birth, many people, even 
Polish Jews, are automatically counted as Christians for the official 
census. Some were baptized simply out of tradition or out of fear of 

not fitting in. A new generation is trying to define Polishness away 
from the homogeneity of the second half of the twentieth century 
and closer to what it was in the early twentieth century: a more 
cosmopolitan, diverse nation.

aposTasy: poland

reverse Joy

Sineh-zani in a Muharram procession, Passion play procession on Good Friday, March 1983.



During World War II, in one of the many forgotten episodes of the 
war, more than 116,000 Poles found refuge and rehabilitation in 
Iran from labour camps in Siberia and Kazakhstan. Iran’s verdant 
landscape and abundant hospitality seemed positively other-
worldly to a people who had lived through the horrors of Stalinism. 

As unlikely as this heritage between the two peoples sounds, so too 
is the nature of gifts: when Iranian passers-by threw food wrapped 
in towels to the exhausted Polish refugees, the latter ducked and 
covered their faces, mistaking them for rocks and stones.
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Polish szlachta wear long flowing robes in an effort to appear more Oriental

Such are genealogies that they have a tentacular success rate:  
the investigation of the two key dates – 1979 and 1989 – eventually 
blossomed into an unlikely heritage spanning four centuries, 
involving two countries’ singular drives towards self-determination. 
In a further example of the progressive potential of political 
masquerade, the Polish gentry of the seventeenth century ascribed 
a romantic notion to their origins by sporting long coats trimmed 
with fur, carrying at all times a sabre (called karabela) and riding 
horseback. Sarmatism – the lifestyle, culture and ideology of 
the Polish szlachta (gentry) – was inspired by the belief that the 
Polish nobility were descended from a long-lost Iranian tribe of 

the Black Sea. A mix of nativism, Orientalism, and an attempt to 
distinguish themselves from their Western counterparts, Sarmatism 
influenced values, fashion, culture, and the political orientation of 
the Commonwealth, offering a romantic leitmotif to a relatively 
enlightened empire: where interfaith marriages (between Polish 
Tatar Muslims and Catholics) were allowed and more (Polish Tatar) 
Muslims had representation in the Sejm (Parliament) than any 
elected parliament or governing body within the EU today. Polish 
Tatar Muslims to this day present a little-known progressive model 
of moderate Islam – with co-ed education and integrated prayer 
rooms – within Europe’s own borders.

sarmaTism

Following the protests in Iran over the results of the 2009 
presidential elections, Polish authors who had hitherto never been 
translated into Persian began to appear in Tehran’s book stores. 
Whether it was the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, philosopher 
Leszek Kołakowski, or poet Czesław Miłosz, the new crop of a 
particular nation’s literature makes the case for early-twenty-first 
century Iran to look to Poland’s late-twentieth century struggle 
with Communism all the more convincing. The latter two figures’ 
turn to religion and faith for their progressive potential and 

effective means of resistance, especially in the face of the creeping 
secular materialism left unchecked after the fall of the Iron 
Curtain, resonates with an opposition movement in Iran trying 
to triangulate between political Islam and the desire for a truly 
representative government. We praise in particular the efforts of  
a mysterious R.V., the only Polish-Persian translator in Iran, 
whom we have not had the chance to meet due to the sensitive 
nature of her work.

WanTed: polish-persian 
TranslaTors!

The plaque at the entrance to the Dulab Cemetary in Tehran where more than 2,000 
Poles are buried (left) and a drawing of Private Wojtek, the Iranian bear adopted by  
the 22nd Transport Division (Artillery Supply) of the 2nd Polish Army Corps (right)

esFahan –  
ciTy oF polish children

In 1989, after several years in exile, Czesław Miłosz returns to Poland (above). 
Solidarność secret printing works, print run of Tygodnik Wojenny (War Weekly), 
Warsaw, 1982 (below)
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Contrary to the stiff Soviet use of the term, Friendship of Nations 
redeems the performative gesture of the gift, from one people to 
another, not only into the future but also from the past. 
Stemming from a pagan tradition celebrating the yearly harvest, the 
Polish pająk (spider) is, like the mirror mosaics, a craft Slavs and Tatars 
have turned to for its revolutionary potential, as a testimony to  
the painstaking diligence and delicate nature of compromise crucial 

to the Polish precedent of civil disobedience. During autumn, a pająk 
would be traditionally crafted according to local customs – the use of 
reed or straw a further demonstration of the ephemeral nature of these 
constructions – and hung from the ceiling. 

The solidariTy oF The spider

An almost mirthful generosity occupied the courtyard of the heritage 
house at the 10th Sharjah Biennial where Friendship of Nations: 
Polish Shi’ite Showbiz was first exhibited. From the very early days 
of installation, local Baluchis, Afghans, and Iraqis would stop by, 
sit down, converse with us or among themselves, and seek shade 
from the scorching sun while sipping orange blossom-infused tea 
and eating dried mulberries. Adjacent to the only Shi’ite mosque in 
Sharjah, Friendship of Nations acted as the cheerful younger brother to 
its more indulgent, if edified, blue-tiled elder sibling across the road.
By articulating a space of political discourse shaped first and 
foremost by the codes of hospitality, in Sharjah, Friendship of Nations 
became a de-facto rest-stop, a meeting point, all the more acute in  
a biennial taking place under sweltering temperatures nearing 30ºC. 
But heat is often more than mere meteorology: both the immediate 
and greater context within which the exhibition took place point to 
the urgent need to rethink the very delivery, posture and conception 

of critique itself. Friendship of Nations, due to its location, was 
sandwiched between the censored contribution that sparked the 
dismissal of the Foundation’s director on one end and the only Shi’a 
mosque in Sharjah on the other. The biennial opened, after all, on the 
same day that the UAE and Saudi Arabia, two Sunni countries, sent 
troops into neighbouring Bahrain, an island kingdom with a majority 
Shi’ite population. That a project addressing self-determination 
and the translation of civil disobedience from Eastern Europe to the 
Middle East, amidst the early days of the Arab Spring, within this 
curated context, did not cause controversy is a testament to the need 
to commemorate as much as condemn, to critique with a smile as 
wide as the analysis itself, and to joy through mourning. 

Friendship oF naTions

‘Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz’, 2011. 10th Sharjah Biennial

Pająki from Łowicz region, research, (above left and right), Slavs and Tatars, Solidarność Pająk Study 2, 2011 
(below left) and Solidarność Pająk Study 7, 2011 (below right)
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The events across the Middle East in 2011 remind the case-hardened 
among us of 1989, the softer-hearted and often softer-spoken ones 
of 1848. The transition of power in Tunisia, no matter how rocky, 
delivered a blow to Iran whose claims to be the only democratic 
country in the Middle East were spurious even in the best of times, 
given its ‘managed’ vetting of candidates, and Israel’s similarly 

strident claims. As autocratic regimes from Algeria to Bahrain 
trembled, the revolutions across the Middle East were adopted by an 
impossible list of candidates (from the United States to the Islamic 
Republic of Iran) in a telling demonstration that success has many 
parents (even if sparring), while their failures have been unfortunately 
orphaned.

iT Took 30 years, 30 
monThs, 30 Weeks, 30 days 

The crown is returned atop the eagle as it was on the flag of pre-Communist Poland

The crown returns to the eagle and the PPL becomes the Republic of 
Poland.
 ‘My obsession has been that we should have a revolution that not 
resemble the French or Russian, but rather the American, in the sense 
that it be for something, not against something. A revolution for a 
constitution, not a paradise. An anti-utopian revolution. Because 
utopias lead to the guillotine and the gulag.’ 

– Adam Michnik in an interview with Roger Cohen,  
The New York Times.

The eagle geTs iTs 
groove Back

Slavs and Tatars, Self-Management Body, 2011
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‘The Persians have dramas, spectacles and a dramatic literature,  
which may well astonish Orientalists,’ wrote Aleksander Chodźko, 
noting however that despite the large number of nineteenth-century 
scholars and tourists who have studied and observed the Orient 
– including Joseph Artur Comte de Gobineau and Lord Curzon –  
few have paid sufficient notice to the Persian religious plays, or 
taziyeh. Some travellers had witnessed taziyeh performances during 
the month of Muharram, but they commented on the plays in only a 
vague and passing manner. For them and the Orientalists of the time, 
this Persian dramatic art remained ‘an unknown region’. 

 With his book Théâtre Persan, which was published in 1878 
under the auspices of the Royal Asiatic Society of Paris, the Polish 
Iranologist Aleksander Chodźko was the first to attempt to demystify 
this ‘unknown region’ for Western audiences. The little book, the first 
European full-length study on the subject, included an introductory 
essay and French translations of several taziyeh scripts.1 

collecTor and inTerpreTer
Chodźko was a collector of culture, an interpreter of languages, 
and an archivist of the heritage of Slavs and Persians. In Saint 

1.  Unless otherwise noted, all 
quotes from Chodźko are from 
Théâtre Persan and have been 
translated from the French by 
Balaghi. For more on taziyeh in 
Qajar Iran see Balaghi, 2002. 
The study of taziyeh and Ashura 
more generally has received 
considerable notice by scholars 
in recent years. Here, we’ve 
chosen to frame our essay 
around Aleksander Chodźko 
and his remarkable book.

my complaint about the 
goldsmith is well founded, 
for that fire-clay crucible has 
melted me. 

you can infer who caused 
my fever, from the seal, like a 
signet-ring, on my lips. 

The goldsmiTh 

above: Aleksander Chodźko, 
1804 –1891. source: Wikipedia 
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persian Taziyeh  
Chodźko had observed elaborate taziyeh dramas sponsored by Qajar 
officials, such as Mirza Abul Hassan – dubbed by Chodźko the ‘Persian 
Lucullus’ – that reminded him of the decadence of ancient Rome. 
 One such production, sponsored in 1833 in Tehran by the foreign 
minister, had lasted almost fourteen days and was intended to bring 
blessings on the minister’s ailing son. The taziyeh performers’ costumes 
included twenty-five cashmere cloaks and jewels borrowed from the 
royal harem valued at nearly three million francs. Sponsoring a taziyeh 
was considered a meritorious deed among the Persians, Chodźko 
explained. ‘They gain, as the Catholics would say, certain indulgences 
(sevab, kheir) and at the same time, edify the public.’
 Most taziyeh productions though were more modest affairs, 
Chodźko noted. In the countryside, nomads, farmers, and herdsmen 
built wooden takiyehs. In the cities, the performances were held in public 
places like caravansarais or the courtyards of mosques and palaces, where 
large pieces of canvas were hung over the open-air theatre, protecting the 
actors from inclement weather.
 The taziyeh stories were variations on a theme, recounting the fate 
of the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, Hussein, at the Battle of Karbala. 
Chodźko outlined the historic developments that inspired these events: 
Hussein, the youngest son of Ali and Fatima was thirty-seven years old at 

Petersburg, he studied Persian and Arabic at the Institute of 
Oriental Studies in the Asian Department of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Between 1830 and 1844, his work as a diplomat for the 
Russians in Qajar-ruled Iran took him to Tabriz, Tehran, and Rasht. 
He travelled extensively throughout Persia, the Caspian regions 
and Eastern Europe, collecting folklore: words, phrases, stories, 
and plays. 
 Settling into a long academic career at the Collège de France 
in Paris, he drew on his rich collection to publish numerous books. 
Each volume was carefully compiled and edited, including volumes 
on popular Persian poetry, Persian grammar, on the local heroes 
of Khurasan, as well as a collection on Ukrainian popular songs, 
the philology of Slavic languages, and the English translation of 
medieval Slavic folk tales.
 Théâtre Persan treated the taziyeh – performed during the 
month of Muharram to commemorate the Battle of Karbala – as a 
liminal dramatic genre, that both recalled the Catholic Passion plays 
of medieval Europe, whilst also a harbinger of a modern Persian 
civilisation complete with its own dramatic literature. 
 

A European traveler has certain fixed ideas on the art of drama and 
everything related to it,’ Chodźko wrote. Europeans had a sense of  

a theatrical form, a particular architectural setting, ideas about artists 
and tradesmen who ran the theatrical enterprise. But ‘none of that 

exists for the Persians. They do not possess the most essential thing: 
a poetry of drama.

The main difference, Chodźko explained to his European readers, was 
that the character of Persian drama was exclusively religious. They 
closely resembled the mystery plays of medieval Europe – plays that 
took place in churches and focused on the representation of Biblical 
stories. The Persian poets must now replace the taziyeh with secular 
plays, Chodźko noted, as happened in the Catholic countries during 
the Middle Ages. 116 117

left: Shimr brings back 
the heads of Hussein and 
the Prophet’s family to 
the Caliph Yezid. photo by 
khanum Tajik. source: peter 
J. chelkowski, Ta’ziyeh: Ritual 
and Drama in Iran, 1979 

right: Taziyeh re-enactment 
on Ashura. photo by mehdi 
khosravi

above: The Combat of Ali 
Akbar Against the Renegade 
on Ashura Day. source: Hasan 
Ismaeelzadeh: Coffeehouse 
School Painter, nazar research 
and cultural institute, 2007

Below: The Takiyeh Dowlat, 
after Kemāl-al-Molk. 
source: iranicaonline.com



Among Chodźko’s taziyeh plays is a remarkable work he titled,  
‘Un Monastère de Moines Européens’. The stage directions read: 
 
The theatre represents an arid desert at the height of the summer heat. 
Yezid’s army, after winning a victory over the troops of Imam Hussein, 

has led the prisoners to the city of Damascus. All the people are 
mounted on horses or camels. As the cavalcade parades around the 

set, the actors sing as they remain mounted.
 
The play begins with Imam Zayn al-Abidin, the son of Imam Hussein. 
At Karbala, he was ill and didn’t join the battle. The only male survivor, 
he begins the drama by singing, ‘God! I find myself abroad, deprived 
of aid or assistance. True believers! Here I am a prisoner in the hands of 
scoundrels, without any consolation, without friends, a captive of the 
army of a cursed people. They cut the head of Hussein before my very 
eyes, I saw his body in a pool of blood. Pity my fate, I am a prisoner 
of these Kufians, exposed to the insults of these infamously cruel 
miscreants.’
 Zeineb, the formidable sister of Imam Hussein then sings, 
‘True believers! Has anyone ever seen one as unfortunate as me? 
I am Zeinab, from the injustice of the wicked, I endure countless 
pains and tortures. With my own eyes, I saw Hussein massacred, 

the time of his father’s murder. After refusing to recognise Yezid,  
the son of Moavia, as the legitimate Caliph, Hussein was forced to leave 
the city of Medina for Mecca. There he was able to communicate more 
freely with his father’s numerous adherents in the city of Kufa. They had 
effectively declared Yezid a usurper and were living in dire conditions 
under the Umayyads. Hussein undertook the journey from Mecca to 
Kufa, accompanied by his family and some seventy horsemen. On the 
first day of Muharram, they arrived on a stretch of sandy desert known 
as Karbala, where they were completely surrounded by Yezid’s army. 
For ten gruelling days, they endured the desert battleground until in one 
final battle Hussein and his male companions were all slain. The tenth 
day of Muharram, Chodźko explained, marks ‘a sad day in the annals 
of memory for the Shi’ites’. Those who were spared, mostly the children 
and women of the Imam’s harem, became the trophies of the victor and 
suffered much cruelty. Hussein’s head was perched on the tip of a lance, 
and together with the enchained survivors, was marched from Karbala to 
Yezid’s court in Damascus. 

The mysTeries  
All taziyeh dramas, Chodźko explained, were anonymous. In 
preparing his own book, Chodźko had called upon an Iranian 
interlocutor, Hussein Ali Khan, to transcribe some plays, which he 
in turn rendered into French as Théâtre Persan. A eunuch, Hussein 
Ali Khan was the director of theatrical performances at the Qajar 
court and was himself a writer of some repute, and Chodźko 
assumed he had no doubt retouched the plays to some degree. 
 ‘I told him to retain the title Mystère because of their resemblance 
with our dramas of the Middle Ages,’ wrote Chodźko. Mystère also 
signalled the Shi’ite belief that under the veil of the suffering of the 
family of the Prophet, hid the source of redemption for true believers. 
This, Chodźko noted, was the fundamental idea woven throughout the 
narrative of all the dramas in question.118 119

Below left: Men mourning in 
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Below right: Mourning of 
Muharram. photo by Firoze 
shakir
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Hussein’s family (in green) is 
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2010. photo by mehdi khosravi
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drowned in his own blood. I’ve become the prisoner of these 
tyrants who have led me to Damascus and insulted me. Alas!’
As the play proceeds, the head of Imam Hussein seemingly comes to 
life and begins reciting suras from the Qur’an. The head says, ‘I am the 
martyr of Karbala, my name is Hussein, my task to root out the enemies 
of God. My grandfather was Mohammed, my father Ali, the finest of 
women gave birth to me. My name is Hussein, my homeland is the city 
of Medina, my resting place the sands of the desert of Karbala. A newly 
blossomed rose in the flowerbed of true faith, my name is Hussein! My 
mother is named Fatima, the daughter of Muhammed; condemned to 
thousands of humiliations, my name is Hussein! All these heads that 
you see are the light of my eyes: my family!’
 The head of Hussein assumes centre stage. He is visited by 
various prophets, who pay their respects, express solidarity, and 
mourn the fallen martyr. Adam tells him, ‘Martyr of Karbala, 
the light of Muhammed’s eyes, why is your illuminated head 
separated from your body? ... I salute you, the glory of both 
worlds!... Glorious Imam, receive the homage of Adam...’ Abraham 
says, ‘I, the friend of God, have arrived to see the head of Imam 
Hussein, to see with my own eyes, which are weeping blood 
stained tears.’ Moses arrives on the scene and says, ‘Salute, blood 

filled skull of Hussein!’ He wishes a thousand curses on those who 
have felled Hussein.
 Even Jesus comes to see Hussein, saying, ‘I am Jesus, the spirit 
of God, with eyes full of tears, I came here to pay my last respects to 
the head of Hussein. Rose of the flower garden of Ali, light of his two 
eyes, joy of the finest of women, I salute you! Victim of unjust men, 
fallen on the desert of misery, receive my homage! Ah!’
 And of course, the Prophet Muhammad, his daughter Fatima, and 
Imam Ali appear. Each one grieves Hussein’s loss, noting, ‘Beheaded 
martyr, I salute you’. Hussein is also visited by Hagar, Rachel, Mary, the 
mother of Moses, Khadija, and Eve. The play ends with Hussein’s head 
reciting the shahada, the Muslim declaration of faith.

passion plays
Although aware of the danger, Chodźko’s act of transcribing, editing, 
and translating these plays disembodied them. They were not 
intended to be literary masterpieces but improvisations drawing from 
and reimagining the tragedy of Karbala. The productions blurred 
the line between ritual and theatrical representation, between the 
audience and the actors. The director, known as the mu`in al-buka, or 
the bringer of tears, would stand amidst the actors on stage, preparing 
props, giving stage directions, and distributing scripts to the actors 
throughout the performance. The audience would surround the 
scene, shedding tears for the martyrs of this life and the past.
 For Chodźko, this underlined the essentially religious nature of 
the taziyeh and he insisted on using the title Mystère ‘because of their 
resemblance with our dramas of the Middle Ages.’ Chodźko’s Théâtre 
Persan became a sort of Polish taziyeh, a hybrid form combining the 
rituals – the passion of Shi’ite and Catholic practice of performative 
religion – and of communion through public mourning. 
 By Chodźko’s lifetime however, these European Mystère or the 
Polish Misterium Męki Pańskiej had become, for the most part, consigned 120 121
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vulgarisation of what Church authorities considered sacred, and in 
the company of religious turmoil associated with the Reformation 
and Counter-Reformation and the religious wars and anti-Semitic 
pogroms that resulted, for the most part, European Passion plays 
passed into history.
 Forbidden in some regions, the Passion plays continued as  
a tradition in others. In Counter-Reformation Poland, a number 
of Catholic nobility and clergy established chapels on hilltops that 
resembled the site outside Jerusalem where Jesus was crucified. In 1601, 
the governor of Krakow, Mikołaj Zebrzydowski, began constructing his 
first chapel; following his own failed revolt against King Zygmunt III in 
1607, he retired to the estate where he oversaw the construction of more 
chapels, each corresponding to a Station of the Cross.
 

re-emergence 
Poland regained independence after World War I, and with it came 
the return of more dramatic Passion plays. Re-enactments of Jesus’ 
sacrifice on the cross and his resurrection, were staged on the hills 
of Kalwaria Zebrzydowska. As a young boy, Karol Wojtyła’s father 
took him to Kalwaria Zebrzydowska to pray. There, the future Pope 
John Paul II began to realise the powerful faith and spirituality that 
would define the course of his life. Returning to his homeland in 1979, 
then under Communist rule, the Pope went to his most sacred space 
and recalled the power of ‘the great mystery of faith’ that Kalwaria 
represented for him:
 

I really do not know how to thank Divine Providence for granting me to 
revisit this place: Kalwaria Zebrzydowska, the Shrine of the Mother of 
God, the holy places of Jerusalem connected with the life of Jesus and 
that of his Mother reproduced here, the ‘little ways’, as they are called. 
I visited them often as a boy and as a young man. I visited them as a 

to the past. The Passion plays had originally developed not only with 
Church approval but encouragement. Some Church fathers believed 
that through participation in such re-enactments, believers could come 
closer to God by experiencing the suffering of Christ himself. Laced 
with passages from the Gospels, and originally performed with Latin 
text, these earlier enactments gave way gradually to the use of more 
vernacular expressions, and increasingly popular elements. 
 These extra-liturgical elements soon grew out of Church control. 
After the Swiss German theologian Sebastian Brant introduced a 
farcical Saint Grobianus, the patron of the crude and the obscene, 
in his satirical book Das Narrenschiff of 1494, Passion plays across 
German speaking lands embraced the character, and many others, 
far beyond the Church-sanctioned liturgy. In response to the growing 122 123

right: Passion play, March 
1982. Carrying Christ to the 
tomb. ‘So they took the body 
of Jesus and bound it in linen 
wrappings with the spices, 
as is the burial custom of the 
Jews.’ (John 19:40). source: 
adam Bujak, Kalwaria, 2001 

above left: A pilgrimage 
of priests from Kraków to 
Kalwaria, led by Cardinal 
Franciszek Machalski. 
Crucifixion hill, ‘Christ 
stripped off his garments’. 
source: adam Bujak, Kalwaria, 
2001

above right: Taziyeh in 
Noushabad, Kashan, Iran. 
photo by mohammad Babai, 
2012



shall return to body, and the nation shall arise and free all the peoples 
of Europe from bondage’. Poland will emerge as a new Christ, not, 

however, the Christ of individual salvation, but the Christ of nations.3

 

Like Chodźko, Mickiewicz was also drawn to the East, perhaps for 
its tradition of combining the literary and the religious, the poetic 
and the political. His 1826 Crimean Sonnets were a dialogue between 
the traveller and Mirza, his Tatar guide. His detractors called his 
poetics Tatarisms, for introducing Turkish words into Polish and 
drawing formal inspiration from the qasidah.4 Mickiewicz had studied 
at Wilno University, known for its Oriental Studies. A few years his 
junior, Aleksander Chodźko was also studying at Wilno. The two 

priest... We came in the yearly pilgrimage in August and in the pilgrimage 
of certain groups in the spring and the autumn. More frequently, however, 
I came here alone and, walking along the little ways of Jesus Christ and 

his Mother, I was able to meditate on their holy mysteries and recommend 
to Christ through Mary the especially difficult and uniquely responsible 
problems in the complexity of my ministry. I can say that almost none of 
these problems reached its maturity except here, through ardent prayer 

before the great mystery of faith that Kalwaria holds within itself.2
 

Karol Wojtyła was not only a holy man, but also an actor. During 
World War II he worked with the underground troupe Rhapsodic 
Theatre. Following the death of his father in 1941, the actor turned 
more deeply to his faith and found his passion for theatre in what he 
would call the living word of God. 

naTional passion 
For some, Poland’s national sense is deeply articulated with Christian 
stories. Through the passages of Adam Mickiewicz, one of Poland’s 
most lauded poets, generations of children have been taught that 
Poland is the ‘Christ of Nations’. His biographer recounts how the story 
of Christ became entwined in the struggle for the Polish nation:
 

Like the executioners of Christ, Russia, Prussia and Austria murdered 
Poland, with France in the role of Pilate. Their triumph, however, would be 

short-lived: ‘For the Polish Nation did not die, its body lieth in the grave, 
and its soul had descended from the earth, that is, from public life, into 

the abyss, that is, among the private lives of people suffering bondage in 
their country and outside of their country, that it may see their sufferings.’ 
Two ‘days’ had already passed: the first with the massacre of Warsaw 

residents by Russian troops in 1794; the second with the taking of 
Warsaw in 1831. ‘But on the third day the soul 124 125

above left: Passion play 
in Bydgoszcz, 2009. The 
performance took place in 
the Valley of Death, a World 
War II-era mass grave site. 
source: Wikipedia 

above right: Entrance to the 
Calvary, March 1967. source: 
adam Bujak, Kalwaria, 2001

right: Good Friday, March 
1982. Pilgrims’ prayers at 
Kaplica III Upadku (Chapel of 
the Third Falling) in Kalwaria 
Zebrzydowska. source: adam 
Bujak, Kalwaria, 2001

2.  Address of Pope John Paul 
II, Kalwaria Zebrzydowska,  
7 June, 1979.

3.  See Roman Koropeckyj, 
Adam Mickiewicz: The Life of 
a Romantic. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2004. p. 239. 

4. See Izabela Kalinowska, 
Between East and West: Polish 
and Russian Nineteenth Century 
Travel to the Orient. Rochester: 
University of Rochester Press, 
2004. 



In 1857, Mickiewicz’s disciple Chodźko would assume the chair 
of Slavic Studies at Collège de France. There, Chodźko wrote 
prodigiously though he chose his subjects with care. When he did 
write of mysticism, he turned not to Poland, but east. His mysteries 
were of the martyrdom of Hussein at Karbala, not of Jesus on the cross 
on that hilltop near Jerusalem. 
 Chodźko’s passion, tied up as it was in personal faith and the 
conflicted politics of the day, was perhaps best expressed through 
his Polish taziyeh. These, Chodźko reminded his readers in 1878, 
‘resemble the sort of spectacles that one called Mysteries in the Middle 
Ages and that hardly interest any but some literary specialists.’ 
Chodźko’s taziyeh were sacred stories of sacrifice within which one 
may find redemption, shared rituals of mourning through which he 
hoped one might find national union.

were part of a student movement called the Philomaths, opposing 
Russian rule over Poland. Their activities led to a life in exile, with 
Chodźko undertaking Oriental Studies at St Petersburg. Their paths 
crossed in the tightly-knit Polish expatriate community of the city, and 
they developed a close bond, tied together through their passion for 
knowledge, faith, and Poland. 
 Chodźko and Mickiewicz would reunite later in Paris. In 1840, 
Mickiewicz was appointed to the chair of Slavic languages at the 
Collège de France. Imbued with a sense of mysticism, his lectures took 
an increasingly religious and politically nationalist turn. Chodźko 
joined Mickiewicz’s devotional circle of Polish exiles in Paris. ‘From 
childhood,’ he told Mickiewicz, ‘you’ve been an exemplar for me in 
poetry and everything that is noble. That is why I came to believe in 
you so, that is why I place all my hopes in you, as you do in the Lord.’5 
Chodźko became a devout follower, ‘something akin to an evangelist’.6 
 But, by 1843, Mickiewicz had confided to Chodźko, that, ‘I have 
completed my work in this area,’ and took a sabbatical that would last 
nearly a decade.7 In the autumn of 1855, Mickiewicz died in Istanbul 
where he was helping to organize Polish forces against the Russians 
in the Crimean War. Chodźko was among a handful of mourners who 
received his body at Gare de Lyon, accompanying it to the funeral at 
the Church of St. Mary Magdelene on Place de la Concorde. 

above: April 2001 in front of 
Kaplica Pierwszego Upadku 
Chrystusa, (the Chapel of the 
Christ’s First Fall) in Kalwaria 
Zebrzydowska. ‘Suffering by 
the cross, salvation by the 
cross, learning to love by the 
cross’. source: adam Bujak, 
Kalwaria, 2001

5. Koropeckyj, p. 293. 
6. Ibid, p. 306n.
7. Ibid, p. 332.
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Whatever craft you have, try to be quick and honest! Be content with  
a modest gain! Do not turn away customers by over-insistence! You will 

earn more profits from your occupation and more people will do business 
with you... if you show humility. Be honest both in buying and in selling, 
and avoid avarice! Always keep true weights and measures!... Never 

have two hearts or two purses (i.e. never be distrustful or mean) with your 
family (i.e. wife)! Never deal dishonestly with partners! In whatever craft 
you have, do nothing fraudulent, and do work of the same quality for the 

informed and the uninformed customer!
amir kay kavus, Qabus-nama

In the Hall of Fame of Rivalries, where empty jerseys eye each other 
down, and lab coats draw swords like ghosts under the cover of night’s 
darkness, right up there with historic feuds between Thomas Edison 
and Nikolas Tesla, or Albert Einstein and Henri Bergson, or even the 
consumer battle between Pepsi and Coca Cola, a corridor exists for 
Art versus Craft, and a corner for their respective sidekicks, Autonomy 
versus Function. What makes competition between rivals so compelling 
is that similarities are invariably pushed aside to make room for sharp 
contrasts, to say nothing of sharper elbows. To try to distinguish 
between Art and Craft, is to engage in the disciplinary equivalent of 
trench warfare; and despite an inordinate amount of ink spilt on the 
subject, the frontiers seem to have budged preciously little.1

let’s keep together. craFT as ciTizen 
diplomacy

slavs and TaTars

What can be said about the 
impudence of the stitcher, 
who let daylight into my eyes by 
removing their stitches?

The sTiTcher 

1. The crux of the debate 
distinguishing Art from Craft 
can be summarised in three 
points: One, craft has not 
managed to create a critical 
discourse on a par with that 
found in art history. Two, art 
is autonomous while craft 
often serves a function. Finally, 
craft – invariably dependent 
on the work of the hand – has 
inadequately adapted to the 
world since industrialisation, 
which is not the case with art. 
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often serves a function. Finally, 
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on the work of the hand – has 
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world since industrialisation, 
which is not the case with art. 
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Far from the tacit dismissal of handicrafts and folklore that has often 
characterised the modern project, Slavs and Tatars tend to see no less 
than the currents of history, political emancipation, and ideology in 
these otherwise discreet craft objects and practices. For our Friendship 
of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz, we have studied, adopted, revised and 
employed several such instances – from pająki to reverse-glass painting 
and banners – where craft or folklore traditions are shared between the 
peoples of Iran and Poland. While some of these traditions – such as the 
mirror-mosaic – have been instrumentalised for ideological ends – Slavs 
and Tatars have aimed to redeem, or restore, a critical potential in each 
craft’s formal and discursive relevance to a shared heritage.2

pagan, panTheisT progressivism 
aka The PAJąK

Originally a pagan tradition, the pająk, as its name in Polish indicates, 
hangs like a spider in homes across Poland. Every autumn, according 
to local customs, Poles craft a pająk from found material to give thanks 
for the year’s harvest. Equally ephemeral materials – tissue-paper, 
hollowed egg shells, ribbons, etc. – serve as ornaments, in the shape of 
flowers or simple pompoms. The austere geometry of some recalls the 
geodesic obsessions of Buckminster Fuller, if only more vernacular, with 
the hearty material more spinstress than systems theorist. Other pająki 
look like exploded stars: taking over the entire ceiling, they function as 
full-fledged interiors rather than mere decoration. Meant as symbols 
of fertility, if one were to judge by the sheer scope of shapes and scales 
found, the pająk is indeed a bounteous medium.
 Like a votive, sometimes sprawling from the centre of the ceiling, 
or at other times delicately dangling in the sacred corner of a room, the 
pająk celebrates the yearly harvest with charmingly pantheist panache. 
Straw, wheat, reed, or even dried beans make up the delightfully intricate 130

above left: Research for 
Solidarność Pająk, ‘032c 
Workshop Report No. 1’ 
at Baibakov Arts Project, 
Moscow, 2010

above right: Slavs and Tatars, 
Solidarność Pająk Study 8, 
2011, acrylic yarn, cordon 
thread, plastic beads,  
string crochet, steel, 80 × 40 
× 40 cm. Kiosk, Ghent

* All artworks on black pages 
are by Slavs and Tatars.

2. See ‘Beviled, Brutal Bling’,  
p. 84 in this book.

LONG LIVE LONG LIVE! DEATH TO DEATH TO!, 2011, acrylic painT, Wood, 
garden lighTs, dimensions variaBle. 10Th sharJah Biennial

‘FRIENDSHIP OF NATIONS: POLISH SHI’ITE SHOWBIZ’ 
(insTallaTion vieW), 2011. 10Th sharJah Biennial



skeletal structures. Wreaths of wheat are carried in processions such as 
dożynki (a harvest festival) and laid out in the fields or installed in the 
local church.Wheat is the most prominent of elements making up the 
mythological constellation of Мать Земля (Mat Zemlya or literally 
Mother Earth), the collective term for Slavic deities connected to life 
cycles such as growth, birth, and more specifically harvest. The Ukrainian 
Дідух (didukh or literally grandfather spirit), an age-old craft of weaving 
a staff with wheat not unlike the dożynki, provides the genealogical force – 
the staff representing one’s ancestry as a talisman. 
 From the basic building block of food (bread) to the ideological 
stand-in for Socialism, it could be argued that wheat exerts a sacred, 
almost atavistic aura, and not just in Slavic countries. The Bank Sepah, 
Iran’s first bank established in 1925, today sports a logo combining 
the stylised lettering for Allah, as found on the flag of the Islamic 
Republic, surrounded by a wreath of tulips on the left and by a stalk 
of wheat on the right. This inadvertent tribute to the crest of the USSR, 
whose hammer and sickle are surrounded by two stalks of wheat, 
would make Iran’s Revolutionary Guards, the inheritors of the Army 
Pension Fund at the origin of the Bank Sepah, drop their collective 
jaws. Wheat’s rare ability to combine the seemingly incommensurate 
– Communism and Islam – can be found even on the logo of the Army 
of the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution, where a stalk of wheat 
sticks out of a resistance fighter’s sleeve, above the Kalashnikov.
 The renewed interest in craft as a consumer object and creative 
activity in recent years has been amplified by an accompanying 
disillusionment with modernity. The pająk for example acts as a model of 
antimodernism – the relentless ricochet of looking backwards in order to 
advance more boldly forward s – in so far as it commemorates the past, 133

above and below: Logos of 
the Army of the Guardians of 
the Islamic Revolution, Iran’s 
Bank Sepah, and the USSR

right: Wieniec dożynkowy 
(Dozhinki’s wreath). Dozhinki 
is a harvest festival in 
Poland. source: Wieńce 
dożynkowe, Wydawnictwo 
duszpasterstwa rolników, 
2007

WHEAT MOLLAH, 2011, WheaT, coTTon, Brick, 20 × 25 × 35 cm.
10Th sharJah Biennial

SOLIDARNOść PAjąK STUDY 4, 2011, reed, Thread, riBBon,  
sTeel, Beads, 60 × 100 × 60 cm. 10Th sharJah Biennial



in the form of an offering for the crop’s yield, and gives a benediction 
for the future, that is, the harvest of the forthcoming year. This is not, 
however, a new phenomenon: in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 
centuries, many movements looked to the craft as a bulwark against the 
anonymity at the heart of modernity’s promised internationalism. If the 
then Vice Minister of Culture in Poland, Włodzimierz Sokorski (1908–
1999) described craft and folk art as ‘richly national, perpetually creative 
and deeply shaped by class, the antithesis of ‘docile cosmopolitanism’ 
and ‘fossil-like formalism’, our Solidarność Pająk Studies aim to bridge this 
divide, snapping authenticity away from the jaws of parochialism. Via 
discursive or formal integrations of Iranian Shi’a culture, the Solidarność 
Pająk series do not so much creolise a tradition, as exhume and activate 
the heterogeneity within craft itself. In Study 3, flowers are replaced with 
the wool bangles habitually adorning Persian carpets; in Study 1 the straw 
forms the outline of the Allah crest of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Today, 
having slowly given up the ideological window dressing of modernity, 
and forsaken the seductively benign euphemism of globalisation, the 
capitalist cloak of internationalism is faced by a resurgent provincialism 
and nationalism. We look to the antimodern with particular urgency, 
to open up a space no matter how cramped for a cosmopolitan and 
progressive resistance to the transactional.

in praise oF The normal,  
The meThodical, and The sloW

By most metrics, craft is slow. Whether it’s the emphasis on intricate 
handiwork or the disruptive anachronism of the artisan in a post-
industrialised society, craft’s personification would be the grandmother 134

right: The Ascension 
of Prophet Mohammed, 
reverse painting on glass, 
nineteenth century. source: 
Reverse Painting on Glass: 
Jahangir Kazerouni and Ferial 
Salahshour’s Collection, nazar 
research and cultural institute, 
2008, Tehran

Far right: Saint Isidore, 
reverse painting on glass, 
eighteenth century. source: 
ethnographic museum in 
Wrocław

STUDY fOR SARMAT SURfACe #1, 2, 3, 4, 2011, reverse oil painTing 
on glass, Wood Frame, 44 × 35 cm (each)



PRe-WRITe YOUR hISTORY, 2011, WheaT, colour gels, FluorescenT 
lighTs, 50 × 222 × 840 cm. kunsTverein münchen

SOLIDARNOść PAjąK STUDY 6, 2011, chrisTmas 
Balls, Wool, velveT riBBon, paTTern Trim, 

Fringe Trim, sTeel, 80 × 40 × 40 cm

SOLIDARNOść PAjąK STUDY 3, 2011, acrylic 
yarn, cordon Thread, meTal Beads,  
sTring crocheT, Fringe Trim, Wool,  

riBBons, sTeel, 80 × 40 × 30 cm

SOLIDARNOść PAjąK STUDY 1, 2010,  
sTraW, Thread, muharram Banner, sTeel rod, 

100 × 100 × 60 cm  

SOLIDARNOść PAjąK STUDY 10, 2016, copper, 
Brass, aluminium, Waxed cord, 90 × 45 × 45 cm



to the young whippersnapper that art imagines itself to be. By jamming 
time though, craft can open up a space to not only make and produce 
otherwise but also to think differently. If, for example, the pairing of 
Poland and Iran and their recent histories strikes an off-key note, the 
unlikely affinities between Shi’ism and Catholicism only pours further 
fuel on dissonant fires. Scholars of Shi’ism, from Seyyed Hossein Nasr 
to Henri Corbin, have often pointed out areas of overlap, from the idea 
of transubstantiation to the proliferation of saints and their veneration.3
 We identified in the pająk a testimony to the painstaking 
diligence and delicate nature of compromise crucial to the Polish 
precedent of civil disobedience. Though lacking in the dramatic 
aesthetic that characterised a Germany divided by the wall or the 
violence of Ceausescu’s fall in Romania, it was Poland of the 1980s 
– employing a deft mix of compromise and self-restraint – which 
was largely responsible for jumpstarting, and most importantly, 
maintaining the momentum of the civil disobedience movements that 
eventually brought down Communism across Eastern Europe. The 
often-overlooked story is one of diligence, moderation and slowness – 
a bona fide trifecta of Polishness. 
 The pająk also offers an unexpected overture on the thorny issue 
of faith: while the case of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 is too often 
viewed as a monolithically religious upheaval, we tend to overlook 
the crucial role of the Catholic Church as an arbiter between the 
Solidarność movement and the government of Jaruzelski in the 
struggle against Communism in Poland. In the early twenty-first 
century, Poland remains a deeply religious country – an unnerving, 
loose thread in the quilt of European intellectual thought – and its 
religiosity, despite the Polish Church’s reactionary behaviour in 
recent years, is inevitably heterogeneous, tied to notions of tradition, 139

above: Pająk from the early 
twentieth century, Łowicz 
Region, Poland. source: lech
majewski, Janusz pilnar, Polish 
folk art: Łowicz, 2001

right: Pająk hanging 
in a church within the 
Ethnographic Park in 
Tokarnia, part of the Museum 
of the Kielce Region 
Countryside

3. If (Sunni) Islam was a 
reformation, a correction of 
sorts to what some deemed 
the excessive idolatry of 
Christianity, then Shi’ism’s 
role as counter-reformation 
becomes more vivid. Hence 
the claims that Shi’ism 
Christianised Islam both 
theologically with the 
re-introduction of mystical 
gnosis or the return of the 
twelfth imam, or Mahdi, as 
well as formally with its less 
doctrinaire view on figuration. 
Slavs and Tatars’ Reverse Joy 
lecture-performance draws 
another parallel between 
Shi’ism and Catholicism in the 
respective rituals of Muharram 
and Carnaval.

‘FRIENDSHIP OF NATIONS: POLISH SHI’ITE SHOWBIZ’ 
(insTallaTion vieW), 2011. kiosk, ghenT



‘TOO MUCH TŁUMACZ’ (insTallaTion vieW), 2012. 
rasTer, WarsaW

modernity, and politics. The pająk is invariably syncretic – the Virgin 
Mary figures in many for example – as one finds in several cases of 
Slavic expressions of Christianity. Perhaps, it is this very resistance 
to secular dogma and instrumentalisation of faith to progressive 
ends which enabled Poland to maintain the stamina and, more 
importantly, the moral upper-hand throughout a drawn-out process 
which saw others – Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, to name  
a few – previously fail.

media ThaT mediaTes
The ten banners that make up the crux of the Friendship of Nations 
share the best practices of Poland’s struggle for independence with 
an Iran at a critical historical juncture: an exhaustion of revolutionary 
ideology coupled with anxiety over the costs (in lives and livelihood) 
of any substantial change, especially in a region heaving with violence. 
Crafts, such as textile banners used in processions – both Shi’a and 
Catholic – and reverse-glass painting are just some of the material 
expressions of this shared political, religious, and social heritage. 
Slavs and Tatars commissioned seamstresses from Łowicz, a town in 
central Poland renowned for its crafts, and tailors from Tehran’s Nasser 
Khosrow street, outside the main bazaar, to adapt a variety of slogans, 
emblems, and sentiments from each other’s popular revolutions onto 
fabrics measuring two metres in length and one hundred and twenty 
centimetres in width.
 In the courtyard of Friendship of Nations in Sharjah, our banners 
offered not only shade from the scorching sun but various creolised 
messages from the Polish resistance movement and the Iranian 
revolution. Ephemera, adapted slogans, aphorisms, these tactics offered 
the best practices of one dissident movement to another – a grass roots 
counterpart to the official gift-giving of yesteryear. The banner Simorgh 
Solidarność pays homage to the pre and post-Communist (crowned) 
Polish eagle with the mythical Persian bird, whose regal, literary trope, 140

left: Banners inside 
the Imamzadeh Saleh 
Mausoleum and Mosque, 
near the Tajrish Bazaar, 
Tehran, 2012 

above right: Banner reading 
‘Yah Hossein’ or ‘Long Live 
Hussein,’ Tehran, 2012



‘FRIENDSHIP OF NATIONS: POLISH SHI’ITE SHOWBIZ’  
(insTallaTion vieW), 2013. redcaT, los angeles



not to mention transnational symbolism, acts as a guiding voice of 
liberation – if in a more Gnostic than political sense. Only Solidarity and 
Patience will Secure our Victory translates the iconic graffitied slogan from 
the Gdańsk shipyards into Farsi, an attempt to emphasise the benefits of 
methodical, behind-the-scenes organisation and grunt work alongside 
more iconic forms of civil disobedience such as the mass rally. 
Originally a phrase from an Orange Alternative leaflet, Help the 
Militia, Beat Yourself Up! (Pomóż Milicji, Spałuj Się Sam!) takes the 
sardonic humour often associated with a Slavic penchant for the 
absurd and places it in a squarely Muslim context. Part of the larger 
Solidarność movement, Orange Alternative was an underground 
group led by Waldemar Fydrych, whose nonsensical actions and 
absurd happenings offered an effective, alternative means to protest 
against the authorities. Just as the Catholic Church played the role 
of arbiter during the negotiations with the Communist regime, the 
mosque acts as a refuge for those seeking shelter from the autocratic 
regimes of the region – whether in Iran, Libya or Syria. In some 
ways, taking a page out of the playbook of Molla Nasreddin, Orange 
Alternative’s use of humour has both polemical and strategic 
virtues, forging along with other factions of the opposition a non-
confrontational block that would allow the regime’s edifice of 
legitimacy to crumble, to implode, as if on its own.4

The TricksTer ThaT is TradiTion
If the translation of one set of intentions – fine art, into another sphere, 
craft – requires ‘a point of commerce, if not always a resolution, between 
ostensibly irreconcilable viewpoints’, the same could be said of the 
negotiation of a specific historical moment, 1980s Poland, into another, 
present-day Iran. In 2009, the events following the contested presidential 
elections in Iran made a popular case for looking to Poland’s Solidarność 
movement – tactically, strategically and intellectually – as a successful 145

4. Slavs and Tatars, Molla 
Nasreddin: the magazine that 
would’ve, could’ve, should’ve, 
Zurich: JRP Ringier, 2011.

above: On the occasion of 
Muharram, a commemorative 
banner graces the front hood 
of a truck

above right: All kinds of 
banners – silk-screened, 
stitched, digitally printed, 
embroidered – are offered 
by vendors and tailors in 
Nasser Khosrow Street, near 
Tehran’s Bazaar, 2012

‘FRIENDSHIP OF NATIONS: POLISH SHI’ITE SHOWBIZ’ 
(insTallaTion vieW), 2011. 10Th sharJah Biennial



precedent of civil disobedience.5 Slavs and Tatars have turned to 
translation precisely because of its predetermined failure or inability to 
find a complete, whole, or sufficient equivalent between two irreducible 
items. Only by recognising this impossibility can we begin to appreciate 
the task of translation as transmission – trading as much in the concrete as 
the immaterial – and the outward-facing generosity that results in what 
Paul Ricoeur has called linguistic hospitality.6
 David Pye sees in craft ‘the workmanship of risk’ (as opposed 
to ‘the workmanship of certainty’ of industrialised production): that 
is, the outcome of the former is less predetermined than the latter.7 
He uses the analogy of writing by hand versus modern printing. This 
refreshingly severe euphemism manages to define process, diligence, 
or the methodical away from the sentimentalism often associated with 
handiwork on the one hand and the romanticism of the accidental, 
inspired artist on the other. Our collaborations with artisans, in Poland 
and Iran, tested the limits of a transactional rapport that is often 
found in the cultural sphere, whether between publisher and author, 

artist and curator, or institution and public, to name but a few. The 
seamstresses of Łowicz and the tailors of Tehran could not, would 
not, and should not simply implement the designs we handed to 
them. Their works exist in a resolutely different economy and context 
from those of traditional exhibition making; the banners are to be 
used, outdoors, come rain or shine, by children and adults alike, in 
public processions, year after year. The scale of commissions – in the 
two months leading up to Muharram, each tailor receives and makes 
roughly thirty to fifty commissions per day – dwarfs even the most 
ambitious edition number, the small change to art’s colossal billings.
 Craft offers a refreshing antidote of the collective impulse over 
recent decades’ increasing obsession with the individual. Contrary 
to its oft-touted DIY image, the obstacles for entry into craft remain 
relatively high. The protectivist urge in craft stems from the very first 
guilds. When push comes to shove, unlike the arts, craft tends to opt for 
repetition over difference: apprentice calligraphers, for example, must 

ReVeRSe jOY, puBlic FounTain, ‘under The mounTain’. 
Jerusalem season oF culTure, 2012

ReVeRSe jOY, puBlic FounTain, 1956 hungarian uprising sQuare. 
MUZEUM SZTUKI, ŁóDź, 2012
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above: Public fountain, 
Nayeb Al Moghadass Circle, 
Mashaad, 2012

above right: A takiyeh, or 
makeshift prayer and com-
memorative space to mourn 
the passing of Imam Hussein

7. David Pye, Nature and the 
Art of Workmanship, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 
1968.

5. The works of political 
scientist Leszek Kolakowski 
have appeared in translation 
thanks to the work of R. Vaziri. 
In 2004, Ramin Jahanbegloo 
dedicated an entire issue 
of Pol-eh Firouz to Poland, 
including interviews with the 
likes of Adam Michnik, one 
of the leaders of Solidarność 
and editor-in-chief of Gazeta 
Wyborcza.

6. Richard Kearney, 
introduction to Paul Ricoeur’s 
On Translation, trans. Eileen 
Brennan, London: Routledge, 
2006.



ReVeRSe jOY (lecTure-perFormance). 
neW museum, neW york, 2012

DEAR 1979, MEET 1989 (deTail), 2011, Wood, kilim rugs, archive oF 
Books, 85 × 270 × 320 cm. easTside proJecTs, Birmingham

ReVeRSe jOY (MUhARRAM), 2012, muharram Banner, FounTain 
pump, plasTic BoWl, WaTer, pigmenT, 35 × 150 × 105 cm

‘CONTINUOUS CONVERSATIONS: JANEK SIMON, SLAVS AND TATARS’ 
(insTallaTion vieW). karlin sTudios, prague, 2012



spend some ten years copying his or her mentor before daring to allow a 
flourish of their own. In fact, the repetition  – be it the mantra of a zikr or 
the stitching of a needlework – revolves around a certain genealogical 
transparency so engrossing it veers on transubstantiation; one must not 
just reveal one’s sources but become them. Such an approach allows us 
to consider innovation not as a series of ruptures or patricides, as the 
avant-garde would have us believe, but rather as continuity. A correlating 
dynamic – between the collective and the individual – in craft takes place 
between mentor and apprentice, with the latter emphasising tradition 
over innovation. Instead of profaning originality by peddling it at every 
moment – from the conception of the work to its distribution – the 
radicalism of what constitutes true innovation is sacralised, soothed by 
the retelling and reiteration of a certain practice over and over again. That 
is, craft allows for a decoupling of innovation from individuality.
 In the merging of life and work that results from a profession 
passed down across generations, the heft of tradition makes our 
Iranian and Polish tailors, Agha Derakhshan and Anna Staniszewska, 
authors in their own right. Whether through design or by chance, 
from our very first interaction with Mr. Derakshan, he turned the 
tables on us, and consequently our assumptions of production and 
our understanding of the notion of a commission. Once inside his 
cramped studio and shop, we had barely mentioned Poland when 
his eyes brightened and he brought up Wałesa as if on a prompt. 
After discussing the project at length with the grey-haired reformed 
leftist over the customary cups of dark brewed tea, we provided 
Derakhshan with the design, outlined the desired materials, and 
discussed other relevant information necessary to create the banners 
as we had originally envisioned. The first inklings of a trickster 
subversion of client-customer rapport came via his request to fetch the 
appropriate colour fabrics ourselves at the bazaar, despite its location 
only a few metres from his atelier; then followed his insistence that we 
print a real-size template, and this continued until we realised, a few 
weeks later, that we were in fact working for him and not vice versa. 
Akin to Khizr, the legendary initiator into the Sufi tariqat or order, 151

above: Hejleh, or a funereal 
sculpture, near Karbalai 
Mosque, Tehran, 2012

above right: Prayer beads 
on a sketch of sacred 
geometry by mirror-mosaic 
craftsman Gholamhossein 
Shadizarnagh, Tehran, 2012

8.  The Central Asian figure 
of spiritual intercession 
par excellence is a puzzling 
personage who some claim will 
be alive until the end of time. 
Known as the Green One (or 
Khidr), Khizr is not a prophet, 
but an enigmatic figure with 
mystical knowledge who has 
accompanied all the prophets 
throughout the ages. Some of 
his more notable appearances 
in the Qu’ran show Khizr 
attempting to trip up Moses 
– a kind of mystical trickster. 
Described as ‘a teacher 
who wants no students,’ 
he nonetheless helps each 
understand his or her true self, 
through direct experience, not 
pedagogy.

79.89.09. (lecTure-perFormance). 
Triumph gallery, moscoW, 2011

ReVeRSe jOY, (sTill From lecTure-perFormance). 
neW museum, neW york, 2012



You who wronged a simple man
Bursting into laughter at the crime,

And kept a pack of fools around you
To mix good and evil, to blur the line,

Though everyone bowed down before you,
Saying virtue and wisdom lit your way,

Striking gold medals in your honor,
Glad to have survived another day,

Do not feel safe. The poet remembers.
You can kill one, but another is born.

The words are written down, the deed, the date.
And you’d have done better with a winter dawn,

A rope, and a branch bowed beneath your weight.10

MYSTICAL PROTeST, 2011, luminous painT, muharram FaBric, 
FluorescenT lighTs, coTTon, 240 × 620 × 15 cm. salT, isTanBul

SAMIzABT: YOU WhO WRONGeD, 2015, aluminium, ikaT silk, WalnuT Burl  
veneer, BendaBle plyWood, mdF, sound sysTem, 130 × 22 × 22 cm

Derakhshan had not done the work for us but rather had us do the 
work for ourselves, under his supervision.8 The mentor-apprentice 
rapport, so instrumental in the history of craft, had been implemented 
seamlessly, without the slightest attention drawn to it.
 In an attempt to embrace both factions, and never one to shy 
away from a doomed endeavour, Slavs and Tatars choose to reach 
across the aisle separating Art and Craft, as if to suck every last ounce 
of venomous binarism out of the divide. If the storyline up until now 
has been one of craft’s over-reaching aspiration to be included in 
the rarefied world of the fine arts, perhaps we should try something 
entirely different (surely there must be an antonym for aspirational?); 
to collapse both arts and craft downwards into the everyday, the 
generous, the intimate.9 In such a manner, we can turn up the volume 
on the so-called politically mute craft loud enough to tempt the fine 
arts to shed its pricey heels and dance. 
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above: Muharram banners 
near Navvab Highway, 
Tehran, 2009

above right: A tailor uses 
soap to write the requested 
name of the departed within 
the Muharram banner before 
embroidering, Tehran, 2012

9.  ‘The special quality of 
beauty in crafts is that it is a 
beauty of intimacy. The beauty 
of such objects is not so much 
of the noble, the huge, or the 
lofty as a beauty of the warm 
and familiar. Here one may 
detect a striking difference 
between the crafts and the arts. 
People hang their pictures high 
up on walls, but they place 
objects for everyday use close 
to them and take them in their 
hands.’ Sôetsu Yanagi, in Glenn 
Adamson, The Crafts Reader. 
London: Berg, 2010, p. 168.

10. Translation of text by 
Czesław Miłosz, from Samizabt: 
You Who Wronged, Slavs and 
Tatars, 2013, see opposite page.

KTÓRY SKRzYWDzIŁeś

Który skrzywdziłeś człowieka prostego

śmiechem nad krzywdą jego wybuchając,

Gromadę błaznów koło siebie mając

Na pomiesznie dobrego i złego,

Choćby przed tobą wszyscy się kłonili

Cnotę i mądrość tobie przupisując,

złote medale na twoją cześć kując,

Radzi źe jeszeze dzień jeden przeźyli,

Nie bądź bezpieczny. Poeta pamięta.

Moźesz go zabić – narodzi się nowy.

Spisane będą czyny i rozmowy.

Lepszy dla ciebie byłby świt zimowy

I sznur i gałąź pod cięźarem zgięta.



RIVERBED, 2011, pine Wood, TexTiles, 
85 × 270 × 160 cm. kiosk, ghenT 

SOLIDARNOść PAjąK STUDY 9, 2013, copper, Thread,  
Fishing line, 100 × 90 × 90 cm

MONOBROW MANIfeSTO, 2011, ruBBer, screen prinT, helium, 
dimensions variaBle. 10Th sharJah Biennial
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FuTuWWa, 
or suFi guilds 

The self-organisation 
of early craftsmen 
sheds some light 
on the potential 
relevance today 
of craft’s more 
progressive past 
practices. in medieval 
times, craftsmen 
assembled in 
christian guilds and 
muslim futuwwas, 
providing the 
equivalent of the 
social cushion 
not offered by the 
state, a concern 
that a millennium 
later continues 
to preoccupy us, 
especially in present 
times of crisis. While 
the debate continues 
whether medieval 
christian trade guilds 
were the precursors 
of modern-day 
trade unions or the 
corporation, the 
futuwwa’s Sufi origins 
acted as a check on 
the absolutist trends 
of local rulers but 

also the individual 
excesses of citizens. 
The futuwwa was 
the aggregate of 
virtues distinguishing 
a chivalrous young 
man – namely, 
honesty, nobility of 
manner, generosity, 
and hospitality.i
The golden rule of 
the futuwwa was 
itharalanafsihi or ‘put 
the other man above 
thyself’. The Zawiyya, 
or Sufi brotherhoods, 
which made up the 
futuwwa would gather 
in the evenings at 
their respective lodge 
or hospice where 
they would deposit 
their proceeds into 
a common treasury, 
to entertain and 
host travellers and 
visitors, and most 
importantly to 
share a meal. louis 
massignon famously 
claimed that the 
Qarmatians – a shi’a 
ismaili vegetarian 
group who attempted 
to establish an 
egalitarian utopian 

republic in the late-
ninth century in 
eastern arabia – 
were the origin of 
muslim guilds.ii
To widespread 
discontent, as 
these gains were 
not compatible 
with islamic 
principles, the urban 
agglomerations 
of the tenth and 
eleventh centuries 
and the development 
of artisan networks 
unleashed a rapid 
growth of capitalism 
hitherto unseen in 
muslim lands.iii
The perfect antidote 
to the ideas of 
consumerism and 
youth culture, joined 
at the hip since 1968, 
the futuwwat, with its 
etymological root in 
fati or fatah for youth, 
offers a chivalric 
code of honour in 
desperate need of 
re-interpretation 
and activation. it 
is no coincidence 
that once again, 
a confluence of 

the spiritual and 
political – so often 
disassociated in 
today’s secular 
rage to know it all – 
allowed for a model 
of effective social 
criticism, be it outside 
on the street or inside 
the heart and mind.

i. The chivalric tradition 
of futtuwa also known as 
javanmardi in persian. 
characterised by a spirit of 
generosity and courage, imam 
hossein presents the ideal role 
model of javanmardi.

ii. an eminent French scholar 
of islam and its history, louis 
massignon’s notion of mystical 
substitution – assuming 
the suffering of others as 
one’s own – served as a key 
investigation of slavs and 
Tatars’ Not Moscow Not Mecca, 
secession/ revolver, 2012.

iii.  mehdi keyvani, Artisans 
and Guild life in the later 
Safavid Period : contributions 
to the social-economic history 
of Persia. Berlin: klaus 
schwarz, 1982.

The INRISING #1,2,3,4, 2017, paper, TexTile,  
Wood Frame, 45 × 40 cm 



dear 1979, meeT 1989
slavs and TaTars

Dear 1979, Meet 1989 brings together Slavs and Tatars’ archive of 
books about the relationship between Poland and Iran. The collection 
grew out of our initial research for the lecture-performances and for 
the publication 79.89.09, re-printed in this book. This accounts for the 
perhaps disproportionate focus on the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and 
Poland’s Solidarność movement. The archive has since swelled to 
include publications on a diverse range of topics that resonate with this 
unlikely common history, from Sarmatism and the Polish Exodus to 
Iran during World War II, to a treasure trove of government-sponsored 
‘official’ histories. For the purposes of this book, the archive has 
been divided into five sections: Shared History, National Narratives, 
Periodicals, Religiosity and Rituals, and Monographs and Movies.159158

my whole life has been devoted 
to the money changer, 
who has turned my crude work 
into silver. 

his curls trap people’s hearts, 
when they get loans from him. 

The money changer

amend the economic situation 
not the statute. DEAR 1979, MEET 1989

SLAVS AND TATARS

Dear 1979, Meet 1989 brings together Slavs and Tatars’ archive of 
books about the relationship between Poland and Iran. The collection 
grew out of our initial research for the lecture-performances and for 
the publication 79.89.09, re-printed in this book. This accounts for the 
perhaps disproportionate focus on the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and 
Poland’s Solidarność movement. The archive has since swelled to 
include publications on a diverse range of topics that resonate with this 
unlikely common history, from Sarmatism and the Polish Exodus to 
Iran during World War II, to a treasure trove of government-sponsored 
‘official’ histories. For the purposes of this book, the archive has 
been divided into five sections: Shared History, National Narratives, 
Periodicals, Religiosity and Rituals, and Monographs and Movies.159158

My whole life has been devoted 
to the money changer, 
who has turned my crude work 
into silver. 

His curls trap people’s hearts, 
when they get loans from him. 

THE MONEY CHANGER

Amend the economic situation 
not the Statute.



shared hisTory
Given our occasionally arcane interests, 
the rare echoes we encounter in our 
research amount to the forced intimacy 
found in expatriates or those unfortunate 
youths sent to boarding schools. Seen 
otherwise, the present volume is simply 
one modest link, a young initiate or fata, 
in an irregular chain of transmission 
or fickle guild (futuwwa) begun several 
centuries ago, by fifteenth-century 
Maciej Miechowita’s Tractatus de 
duabus Sarmatiis (Treatise on the Two 
Sarmatias). The common history of Iran 
and Poland is far from a booming field 
of scholarship; nonetheless, the titles 
shed light on some valuable blind spots, 
highlighted through anecdotal gems and 
unexpected marginalia.

1. Beata Biedronska-Slota, Sarmatism:  
 A Dream of Power / Sarmatyzm: Sen o  
 potędze. Krakow: Muzeum Narodowe, 
 2010
2. Irena Beaupre-Stankiewicz, Esfahan:  
 City of Polish Children. London:  
 Association of Former Pupils of Polish  
 School, Isfahan and Lebanon, 1989
3. Andrzej Borowski, Słownik sarmatyzmu:  
 idee, pojęcia, symbole. Krakow:  
 Wydawnictwo Literackie, 2001
4. Przemysława Czapliń, Nowoczesność  
 i sarmatyzm, Poznań: Poznańskie Studia  
 Polonistyczne, 2011
5. Parisa Damandan, The Children of  
 Esfahan, Polish Refugees in Iran: Portrait  
 Photographs of Abolqasem Jala 1942 –1945.  
 Tehran: Nazarpub, 2010 
6. Alireza Doulatszahi,   
 Polacy i Iran. Tehran: Ball, 2007
7. Bibi Dumon Tak, Soldier Bear. Grand  
 Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2011
8. Embassy of the Republic of Poland  
 in Iran, Poland and Persia: Pages from the  
 History of Polish-Persian Relations.  
 Tehran: Ketab Sara Company, 2009

9. Allesandro Guagnini, Sarmatiae  
 Europeae Descriptio. Albinus, 1578
10. Krystyna Kubalska-Sulkiewicz  
 and Members of Fundacji Archiwum  
 Fotograficzne, Tułacze dzieci / Exiled  
 children. Warsaw: Muza, 1995
11. Maciej Miechowita, Tractatus de Duabus  
 Sarmatiis. Basil, 1555
12. „Persy” z Łodzi, Łódź: Centralne  
 Muzeum Włókiennictwa, 2014
13. Andrzej Przewoźnik, Polskie Cmentarze  
 Wojenne w Iranie. Warsaw: Rada  
 Ochrony Pamięci Walk i Męczeństwa,  
 2002 
14. Tadeusz Sulimirski, Sarmaci. Warsaw:  
 Państwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1970
15. Khosrow Sinai,   
 (The Lost Requiem). Tehran, 1983 naTional 

narraTives
You won’t find the books in this section 
in your local bookstore, on eBay, or 
even Allegro, the Polish equivalent. 
Neither reviews, nor blog posts, nor 
promotions are their lot. They are 
foreign to the ambrosia otherwise 
known as word of mouth. In return, 
though, most of these volumes are 
tied to the purse strings of the state, 
with its awkward coupling of high-
end production values and low-
end designs. We would, however, 
be wrong to dismiss these books as 
mere propaganda publishing. One 
is struck at times by the sincerity 
that seeps through officialdom’s 
smothering embrace. At the very 
least, it is important to embrace one’s 
antithesis. Two publishers stand 
out in this section: KARTA, a Polish 
NGO dedicated to documenting 
recent Eastern European history and 
The Institute for Compilation and 
Publication of the Works of Imam 
Khomeini. As a guide through these 
dizzying if differing stakes in history, 



All numbers next to quotations refer to books 
cited in each section in the archive.

6. The Catholic church was a major element
in this manoeuvring on the part of the 
PZPR. At a meeting of the Politburo on  
22 December 1981 Jaruzelski presented 
what he considered to be three possible 
models of relations with the church – 
conflict, fraternisation, or ̔ constructive 
coexistenceʼ. The leadership chose the last. 
In fact, the central slogan of its political 
tactics –“struggle and understanding” 
– was of greatest relevance to the church, 
since only the first part of the slogan applied 
to the Solidarity underground and the 
rest of the opposition. As far as the church 
was concerned, official pronouncements 
emphasised only the second half, although… 
the authorities did not miss any opportunity 
to increase the security service monitoring 
of the clergy and the church hierarchy, 
and propaganda remained dominated by 
anticlerical statements. Various kinds of 
harassment continued, sometimes taking 
a violent form, such as the gang attack 
on the premises of the Primate’s Social 
Council (3 May 1983). At the end of 1983 
the authorities launched a campaign to 
remove crucifixes from school classrooms, 
which resulted in numerous protest 
demonstrations organised by parents and 
students, the best known being those in 
Miętno, near Garwolin, and in Włoszczowa 
(March and December 1984). 
 The ambivalence and instrumentalism 
of the party’s attitude towards the church 
were reflected in the official welcoming 
ceremony for Pope John Paul II at the 
Belweder Palace, when he began his second 
pilgrimage to Poland on 16 June 1983.  
It was plain to everyone watching General 
Jaruzelski deliver his address that he was 
extremely agitated. And he had good reason 
to be: in a private meeting before the official 
ceremony the Pope had told him that he saw 
Poland as ̔ one great concentration campʼ.  

In a certain sense, the very fact that they 
agreed to the Pope’s visit constituted ̔ a heroic 
actʼ on the part of the authorities, who had no 
reason to expect the Polish Pope to urge his 
compatriots to subordinate themselves totally 
to the Communist state. Nevertheless, unless 
they were going to move to the ̔ second stageʼ 
of the revolution – the use of mass terror – the 
only possibility of calming the public mood 
and stabilising the political situation lay in 
reaching an understanding with the church 
and recognizing – in the words of Rakowski – 
its role as ̔ a great mediatorʼ. (p. 473) 

7. A quote from George Orwell: A thing is
funny when – in some way that is not 
actually offensive or frightening – it upsets 
the established order. Every joke is a tiny 
revolution. If you had to define humour 
in a single phrase, you might define it as 
dignity sitting on a tintack. Whatever 
destroys dignity and brings down the 
mighty from their seats, preferably with 
a bump, is funny. And the bigger the fall, 
the bigger the joke. It would be better fun 
to throw a custard pie at a bishop than at a 
curate. With this general principle in mind, 
one can, I think, begin to see what has been 
wrong with English comic writing during 
present century. (p. 20)

we suggest readers keep in mind 
the famous Russian proverb: ‘The 
future is certain, it is the past which is 
unpredictable.’

1. Colonel Jalil Bozorgmehr,  
 (Mossadeq in Pictures)
2. Timothy Garton Ash, We the People: The  
 Revolution of 89. Cambridge: Granta, 1990 
3. Laurence Kelly, Diplomacy and Murder in  
 Tehran: Alexander Griboyedov and Imperial  
 Russia’s Mission to the Shah of Persia.  
 London: IB Tauris, 2006
4. Jacek Kuroń and Karol Modzelewski,  
 ‘Solidarność:’ The Missing Link? – The  
 Classic Open Letter to the Party. London:  
 Bookmarks, 1982 
5. Grzegorz Majchrzak, Z dziejów  
 „Tygodnika Solidarność”. Warsaw:  
 Instytut Pamięci Narodowej, 2007
6. Andrzej Paczkowski, The Spring Will Be  
 Ours: Poland and the Poles from  
 Occupation to Freedom. University Park:  
 Penn State University Press, 1995
7. Ben Lewis, Hammer and Tickle:  
 A History of Communism Told through  
 Communist Jokes. London: Weidenfeld &  
 Nicolson, 2008 
8. Jan Skórzyński, Marek Pernal,  
 Kalendarium Solidarności 1980-89. 
 Warsaw: Zakłady Wydawnicze ‘Versus’,  
 2005
9.  Marcin Rychlewski, Absurdy PRL-u:  
 Antologia. Poznan: Vesper, 2006;
 Crawford Press, 1982
10.  Rocky Sickman, Iranian hostage:  
 A Personal Diary of 444 Days in Captivity.  
 Topeka: Crawford Press, 1982
11. Tim Wells, 444 Days: The Hostages  
 remember. San Diego: Harcourt Brace  
 Jovanovich Publishers, 1985
12. Office of War Reconstruction, Public  
 Relations, A Growth in Dawn: Images of the  
 Reconstruction of War, 2000
13. ‘Solidarność’: XX Lat Historii. Warsaw:  
 Agora, 1999



karTa 
NATIONAL    
NARRATIvES

1. Agnieszka Dębska, ed., The Road to  
 Solidarity. Warsaw: KARTA, 2010 
2. Agnieszka Dębska, ed., Martial Law:  
 Communism’s Last Stand. Warsaw:  
 KARTA, 2007
3. Zbigniew Gluza, et al, The Days of  
 Solidarity. Warsaw: KARTA, 2000
4. Zbigniew Gluza, ed., The End of Yalta.  
 Warsaw: KARTA, 2004
5. Zbigniew Gluza, 1989: The Final Curtain.  
 Warsaw: KARTA, 2009 
6. Katarzyna Madoń-Mitzner, A Carnival  
 under Sentence. Solidarność 1980-81.  
 Warsaw: KARTA, 2009 

1. Ryszard Krynicki:
Poor thing, what is it you dream of, 
of what power?
Are prisons to constitute such power: not 
even in the largest will you find shelter from 
the smallest danger
Are the police and army to constitute such 
power:
against whom will you direct them
if not against yourself. 
(p. 106) 

 Jan Polkowski:
I remember everything, word for word, but 
it is not the tongue which I speak.
It’s as if all around were dumb and, full of 
dread, you tell me that you are the last not to 
have had your tongue torn out.
If I heard him it must have been before my 
birth.
Say it slowly, say it again –
Poland has not yet perished –
word for word, come, mutilated as you are, 
suppport me, emptiness. 
(p. 131) 



khomeini 
NATIONAL   
NARRATIvES

1. Imam Khomeini,                   (or, The Path  
 to Truth. Variously translated as L’Invitation 
 à l’Unicité in French, Путь, Ведущийк 
 Истине in Russian, and other versions in 
 Azeri, Filipino, Kazakh, Urdu, Hausa and 
 Arabic). Tehran: The Institute for 
 Compilation and Publication of the Works 
 of Imam Khomeini, 1994 –2007 
2. Imam Khomeini,  
              (Imam Khomeini on the  
 Exportation of Revolution). Tehran: The  
 Institute for Compilation and Publication  
 of the Works of Imam Khomeini, 2001
3.  Imam Khomeini, The Greatest Jihad:  
 Combat with the Self. Tehran: The Institute  
 for Compilation and Publication of the  
 Works of Imam Khomeini, 2005
4. Imam Khomeini, Живая Вода (Alive  
 Water). Tehran: The Institute for  
 Compilation and Publication of the  
 Works of Imam Khomeini, 2001
5. Imam Khomeini, Die Revolution  
 publizieren. Tehran: Institution zur 
 Koordination und Publikation der  
 Werke Imam Khomeinis, 1999
6. Imam Khomeini, Ostatnie Przesłanie:  
 Testament Polityczno-Teologiczny  
 Przywódcy Ewolucji Islamskiej. Tehran:  
 The Institute for Compilation and  
 Publication of the Works of Imam  
 Khomeini, 2000
7. Imam Khomeini, Maximes: Conseils et  
 Recommendations. Tehran: The Institute  
 for Compilation and Publication of the  
 Works of Imam Khomeini, International  
 Bureau, 1995

1. In an open letter to then General 
Secretary of the Communist Party, 
Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev, on 
the eve of the dissolution of the USSR, 
Khomeini ominously writes: If you aim 
to resolve, at this stage, the Gordian knot 
of Socialism and Communism by escaping 
into the bosom of Western Capitalism, not 
only will you fail to heal the pains of your 
society, but your successors will be forced 
to correct your errors. (p. 3)



periodicals
There are few windows that offer 
a better view on the tides of recent 
history than the ones jammed open 
by periodicals and newspapers. Slavs 
and Tatars have a particular soft spot 
for those magazines, quarterlies, and 
rags on our region but published from 
outside of it. From Nikolai Ogaryov and 
Alexander Herzen’s famous Kolokol, the 
first censorship-free Russian newspaper 
published from London and Geneva in 
the nineteenth century to the legendary 
Polish émigré monthly Kultura, 
published in Paris from 1947 to 2000, 
which counted among its contributors 
the likes of Miłosz, Szymborska and 
Bauman.
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4. Kultura. Warsaw: Instytut Literacki, 1989
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1. May 1, 1979 was a major public festival 
in Iran. Waves of joyful demonstrators 
poured into the streets celebrating 
International Workers Day as well as  
‘the true spring of freedom after the 2500 
year monarchy.’ Since then the Islamic 
Republic has continued to observe, in one 
way or another, May Day.
 Nothing could be more incongruous. 
May Day is an ‘invented tradition’ of the 
nineteenth-century socialist movement 
in the West. It conjures up images of the 
Haymarket tragedy; Chicago martyrs at the 
gallows reaffirming their faith in socialism, 
anarchism and atheism; heavy machinery, 
proletarian caps, and smokestacks; and 
Marx’s Second International, not to 
mention Lenin’s Third International. It 
also evokes industrialism, militant trade 
unionism, and socialist internationalism 
breaking down all forms of parochialism, 
especially of religion, nationality, and 
gender. The Islamic Republic, on the 
other hand, views itself as the authentic 
embodiment of pure Islam; is highly 
conscious of the political potency of rituals, 
images, symbols and language; and claims 
to reject all Western concepts, especially 
those of humanism, socialism, feminism 
and, most insidious of all, Marxism. 
 The incongruity, however, has a clear-
cut explanation. The Khomeini regime, 

in advocating an Iranian variant of Third 
World populism, wants to mobilise the urban 
working class, forestall any threat from the 
secular Left, and, at the same time, bring as 
much of that Left as possible under its own 
hegemony. Meanwhile, May Day, although 
originally an imported tradition, has become 
over the years an integral part of the leftist 
tradition in Iran and has been observed 
whenever possible since 1921. It is associated 
with labour struggles of the past – with 
demonstrations, work stoppages, general 
strikes, and violent confrontations. What is 
more, it is the moment of historical awareness 
which all the Left, whether Stalinist, Maoist, 
Castroist, Trotskyist or Social Democratic, 
meticulously observe. In fact, a mark of being 
on the Left in Iran is to observe May Day – 
sometimes as a counter festival to the official 
religious and nationalistic holidays.
Thus in 1979 the Islamic regime, to prove 
its radical credentials and appropriate 
the leftist tradition, celebrated May Day 
with much fanfare and revolutionary 
rhetoric. Since then the celebrations have 
continued, but with less and less fanfare, 
radical promises, and free participation.  
In fact, the way May Day has been 
observed can be used to gauge how far 
Khomeini’s populism has been toned down 
as his regime has established itself and 
become economically more conservative. 
In other words, May Day is a revealing 
lens through which to observe the 
Thermidor of the Islamic Revolution. 
By the late 1980s May Day no longer 
produced street rallies and freewheeling 
mass meetings but highly controlled 
and carefully orchestrated indoor shows 
designed to drum up support for the 
regime. (p. 60) 
 
The regime has sanitised May Day in 
a number of ways. It has increasingly 
labelled it Workers’ and Teachers’ Day, 
giving added prominence to Motahhari’s 
martyrdom. It has eliminated the more 
radical demands: the right to strike, equal 

religiosiTy and 
riTuals

One of the blind spots of the extensive 
scholarship on social upheaval and 
revolutions is the overlooked role of 
faith and religion in the analysis of these 
struggles, be it against segregation  
(see Martin Luther King), colonialism 
(see Mahatma Gandhi) or Communism 
(see John Paul II). Our interest in drafting 
a metaphysics or phenomenology of 
protest stems from an attempt to redeem 
the progressive agency of the first half of 
the well-known if not well-worn equation 
contemplation + action. 
 If the role of Islam in the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution has often stolen the spotlight, 
however sober, of historiography, it has 
been through the narrow and neurotic 
lens of political wish-fulfilment: from 
Suhrawardi to Shariati and Jamal 
ad-Din al-Afghani, offering a further 
kaleidoscope on the complexity of 
Islam as a mystical and political tool. 
That the importance of the Catholic 
Church, as arbiter, in Poland’s opposition 
to Communism has been similarly 
dismissed is not for lack of inspiring 
figures such as Józef Tischner, Jerzy 
Popiełuszko or the activities of the 
Church on Żytnia where avant-garde 
exhibitions took place. The following 
volumes represent a small selection on 
religion and faith as agency for rituals, 
philosophical inquiry and activism.  
They are included not only as so many 
manifestations of that very religiosity but 
also as a crutch, or a material, concrete 
mantelpiece to hang one’s hat for those 
still coming to terms with their own 
secular rage to know it all.
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pay for equal work, and the nationalisation 
of foreign trade and large enterprises. By 
the late 1980s the predominant theme was 
the need to mobilise the population against 
‘American imperialism and Iraqi fascism’, 
although the importance of raising literacy 
and “spirituality” among the working 
class was also acknowledged. The only 
radical demand left was the need for a new 
labour law. In addition, some government 
spokesmen have claimed that the Marxists 
have intentionally ignored the importance 
of religion to nineteenth-century American 
labour organisers. Government newspapers 
have given a religious colouring to the early 
May Days in America by translating the 
Knights of Labour as the Pasdaran-e Kar 
(Guardians of Labour). 
 The regime has also done its best to 
minimise the importance of May Day. 
The official calendar ignores the day even 
though it enumerates over thirty public 
holidays, including Ramadan, Muharram, 
the Iranian New Year, the birthdays of the 
prophet Mohammed and Imam Sadeq, and 
the anniversaries of the Islamic Republic, 
the Islamic Revolution, and the 1963 June 
Uprising. Some prominent clerics have 
suggested that Workers’ Day should be 
moved to coincide with the birthday of the 
Hidden Imam (Mahdi). By the late 1980s 
May Day meetings were being held in the 
late afternoon so that factories would not 
lose working hours. (p. 84)

2. It may be said that the twentieth
century rural taziyeh is the unconscious 
avant garde of the ‘poor theatre’. It 
totally engages the participation of the 
audience and it has extraordinary dynamic 
flexibility. There are no barriers of time and 
space. For instance, Napoleon Bonaparte 
can appear on the stage along with 
Hussein, the Virgin Mary, Alexander the 
Great, and the Queen of Sheba. The text 
is not fixed; episodes from one play can be 
interpolated into another to suit the mood 
of the actors, the audience, and the weather. 

The producer is omnipresent, regulating 
the movements of actors, musicians and 
the audience. He remains constantly on the 
stage, giving the actors their cues, helping 
children and inexperienced actors, and 
handling props. (p. 9)

4. Vindictive, Shi’ism is revolt: from Imam 
Hossein in Karbala to Ayatollah Khomeini 
in Iran, to Muqtada al-Sadr in Iraq, to 
Hassan Nasrallah in Lebanon. Shi’ism is 
to say ‘No!’ Where it thrives, Shi’ism is a 
majority within a minority complex. It is not 
just that Shi’ism is political; politics is Shi’i 
in its quintessence. (p. xxi) 

 Why, you might ask, has it taken so long 
for us (us’ meaning Shi’is) to see through 
this schizophrenic split at the heart of 
Shi’ism – with its politics getting recalcitrant 
while an emancipated aesthetics carries on 
cosmopolitan culture of critical creativity? 
This question will have to be answered 
by way of the falsifying delusion of 
‘secularism’. As a false category, secularism 
(or Westernisation, or modernisation) has 
hitherto concealed this split and alienated 
Shi’ism and Shi’is from themselves and their 
formalised and estranged aesthetics in visual, 
literary, and performing arts. It is as if the 
soul of a person has vacated its body and 
wandered away while the body lies about, 
not knowing what to do with itself. After this 
schizophrenic split takes place, an alienated 
aesthetic formalism goes one way, and a 
compelling politics of despair goes another. 
One is falsely branded ‘secular’ and the other 
‘religious’. A deeply schizophrenic culture 
convinces and divides a people in utter 
desperation. They dream their best in their 
art and then they damn themselves in their 
politics – and yet (strangely) they don’t seem 
to see the link. Except in the dramaturgical 
attraction of artists and literati to taziyeh, 
I have argued, this link between the two 
Janus faces of Shi’ism has been kept hidden 
and denied.  [….] Through a releasing of the 
collective repression and the de-fetishisation 

of the alienated labour one might thus both 
see and reverse the historic split that has 
happened and alienated Shi’ism from itself. 
The body and the soul, to continue with the 
same metaphors, can thus recognise and come 
back to inhabit and animate each other in a 
wholesome return. (p. 311)

7. Jamal al Din, known as al Afghani, 
was one of the first important leaders to try 
to reinterpret traditional Islamic ideas so 
as to meet the agonising problems brought 
by the increasing incursions by the West 
into the Middle East. Rejecting either pure 
traditionalism or uncritical imitation of 
the Christian West, he began what has 
become a continuing trend among Muslim 
modernists emphasising pragmatic values 
needed for life in the modern world. (p. 1) 

 Ad-Din, response to Renan, quoted 
from ‘Réponse de Jamal ad-Din al 
Afghani à Renan’ in Réfutation: If 
Afghani rejects the racist side of Renan’s 
argument and brings in an evolutionary 
argument, he is, nonetheless, at least as 
severe as Renan on the hostility of the 
Islamic religion to science and reason. 
He points out, however, that all religions 
share this hostility. In conclusion, Afghani 
states: ‘It is permissible, however, to ask 
oneself why Arab civilisation, after having 

thrown such a live light on the world, 
suddenly became extinguished, why this 
torch has not been relit since, and why 
the Arab world still remains buried in 
profound darkness. 

  Here the responsibility of the Muslim 
religion appears complete. It is clear that 
wherever it became established, this religion 
tried to stifle science and it was marvelously 
served in its designs by despotism.
 Al-Siuti [sic] tells that the Caliph 
al-Hadi put to death in Baghdad five 
thousand philosophers in order to 
extirpate sciences in Muslim countries 
up to their roots. Admitting that this 
historian exaggerated the number of 
victims, it remains nonetheless established 
that this persecution took place, and it is 
a bloody stain for the history of a religion 
as it is for the history of a people. I could 
find in the past of the Christian religion 
analogous facts. Religions, whatever 
names they are given, all resemble 
one another. No agreement and no 
reconciliation are possible between these 
religions and philosophy. Religion imposes 
on man its faith and its belief, whereas 
philosophy frees him of it in totality or 
in part. How could one therefore hope 
that they would agree with each other? 
Whenever religion will have the upper 
hand, it will eliminate philosophy; and the 
contrary happens when it is philosophy 
that reigns as sovereign mistress. As 
long as humanity exists, the struggle 
will not cease between dogma and free 
investigation, between religion and 
philosophy; a desperate struggle in which, 
I fear, the triumph will not be for free 
thought, because the masses dislike reason 
and its teachings are only understood 
by some intelligences of the elite, and 
because, also, science, however beautiful it 
is, does not completely satisfy humanity, 
which thirsts for the ideal and which likes 
to exist in dark and distant regions which 
the philosophers and scholars can neither 
perceive nor explore. (p. 193)



come pots, hardware, plows). Owing to 
work, raw material overlap, touch, and form 
the general world of the products of work. 
Only the one who is capable of grasping the 
meaning of these products knows how to 
behave in this world. (p. 14)

 The idea of revolution is sensible only if one 
assumes that there is progress to life in society. 
In contrast, if one assumes that the history 
of humanity is an endless repetition of the 
same events, the concept of revolution loses its 
meaning and becomes replaced by the notion 
of coup d’etat. Thus, one should understand 
revolution to be a social change that is a leap 
forward on the road to progress. One of the 
first theorists of revolution, G.W. Hegel, wrote: 
‘Changes in nature, although so infinitely 
variable, form a circular pathway that is 
eternally repeated. In nature, nothing truly 
new under the sun happens [Eccles. 1:90], and 
the multifaceted play of nature’s forms brings 
only boredom. Newness is brought about 
only by changes that take place in the world 
of spirit.’ Let us remember, revolution is an 
event in the world of spirit. As the result of the 
conflicts and struggle between opposing forces, 
a new, spiritual power comes to be heard. Only 
where the spirit rules can there arise something 
that has not existed before. (p. 50)

15. On Shariati: He called nature the ‘desolate 
abode’ (kharababad), in which humans as 
‘genuine essences’ were alienated from their 
true selves. […] Turning the admiration for 
the rising sun at dawn in classical Persian 
poetry on its head, Shariati asserted that the 
‘unconscious’ and ‘unwilled’ break of day 
does not deserve the admiration of the volitive 
and cognitive subject: ‘The unconscious 
appearance of the dawn, without volition or 
sensibility, is flawed before the poet’s spirit, 
which feels and thinks the universe. The poet 
seeks a dawn, which, like a wild hero, rises from 
beyond the horizon, dagger in hand, [and] slits 
the black throat of night by intention… Nature 
does not offer such a dawn.’

  Also Shariati: ‘Man is an animal who, 
just like a tree, grows towards the sky 
above. He is the tall statue of rebellion 
who has risen from the lowliness of the 
mundane world toward the beyond. He has 
been created in the image of imagination 
and dream to pierce all ceilings. All his 
organs are swords fighting whatever “is”. 
He fights against whatever holds him, 
whatever imposes him. He has a rebellious 
neck to stick out. He has not submitted to 
the corrosive effects of the elements and 
has not surrendered in weakness; he has 
not conformed to the bonds of nature. He 
wishes to break, tear, pierce, clutter, soar, 
and be liberated. He is the tree of rebellion, 
the flower of negation. His answer to the 
eternal “is” is “no”’ (p.115)

 Thus speaking for the Easterner, Shariati 
favours the surrender to ‘darkness’; even 
though the new light might be joyous or 
uplifting, the burden of twenty-five centuries 
forces him to remain in his state of serene 
submission.  Returning to the metaphors of 
the river, the ocean, and the sun, he sees in the 
river’s surrender to the ocean the surrender 
of the aspiring subject to the Godhead, and 
in the ‘hellish’ sun of the desert, which has 
separated the river from the oceans the light 
of ‘enlightenment’, which has separated the 
subject from the Godhead or Being. (p. 145) 

13. 1 – Extract and refine the enormous  
 resources of our society and convert the  
 degenerating and the jamming agents into  
 energy and movement;
 2 – Transform the existing social and  
 class conflicts into conscious awareness of  
 social responsibility, by using artistic,  
 literary and speaking abilities and power as  
 well as other possibilities at hand;
 3 – Bridge the ever-widening gap between

the ‘island of the enlightened person’ and the 
‘shore of the masses’  by establishing kinship 
links and understanding between them, thus 
putting the religion, which came about to 
revive and generate movement, at the service 
of the people; 

 4 – Make the weapon of religion inaccessible  
 to those who have undeservedly armed  
 themselves with it and whose purpose  
 is to use religion for personal reasons,  
 thereby acquiring the necessary energy to  
 motivate people; 
 5 – Launch a religious renaissance through 

which, by returning to the religion of life and 
motion, power and justice, will on the one 
hand incapacitate the reactionary agents of 
the society and, on the other hand, save the 
people from those elements which are used to 
narcotise them. By launching such a renais-
sance, these hitherto narcotising elements 
will be used to revitalise, give awareness and 

fight superstition. Furthermore, returning 
to and relying on the authentic culture of the 
society will allow the revival and rebirth of 
cultural independence in the face of Western 
cultural onslaught;

 6 – And finally, eliminate the spirit of 
imitation and obedience which is the 
hallmark of the popular religion, and 
replace it with a critical revolutionary, 
aggressive spirit of independent reasoning, 
(ʼijtihād). All of these maybe be accomplished 
through a religious reformist movement 
which will extract and refine the enormous 
accumulation of energy in the society, and 
will enlighten the era and will awaken the 
present generation. It is for the above reasons 
that I, as a conscientious teacher who has 
risen from the depth of pains and experience 
of his people and history, hope that the 
enlightened person will reach a progressive 
self-awareness. For whereas our masses need 
self-awareness, our enlightened intellectuals 
are in need of ‘faith’. (p. 25)

14. What is work? I answer: Work is a particular 
form of interpersonal conversation that 
serves to sustain and develop human life. 
Even briefer: Work is a conversation in the 
service of life. But this matter requires an 
explanation. 

  Work is a particular form of conversation. 
In ordinary conversation people exchange 
words among themselves, that is, they 
exchange various sounds imbued with 
meaning. From words, sentences are built; 
from sentences, the entire story. From the 
exchange of meaningful sounds – words – 
one person grows to understand another. 
Working people do something similar. The 
objects of their exchange are not ordinary 
words (although this also may happen) but 
other products of work that in their structure 
are similar to words. Just as words are the 
synthesis of the raw material of the senses 
(for example, sound) with a meaning, so 
the product of work is a synthesis of some 
kind of raw material (for example, clay, ore, 
or iron) with a meaning (as results of this 



monographs and 
movies

Away from the nosebleed seats of 
geopolitical ideology, reside the 
traditions of handiwork shared by the 
Catholics and Shi’as of Poland and 
Iran, respectively, from reverse-glass 
painting to processional banners. We 
would be wise to add photography 
and cinematography, two modern 
installments in which Poles and 
Iranians have long excelled, to this 
constellation of crafts. The photographic 
documents of the Communist times 
and the revolutionary Iran allow for 
an emphasis on the eye (if not the gut) 
that only the rare book achieves. The 
omission of several well-known, iconic 
figures (Abbas, Kaveh Golestan, Abbas 
Kiarostami, Krzysztof Kieślowski, to 
name but a few) is only further proof of 
their renown and availability of their 
work online or in a good book store near 
you.
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