
KONTEKSTY KULTURY
2025/22, z. 1, s. 128–152
doi: 10.4467/23531991KK.25.007.21756
www.ejournals.eu/Konteksty_Kultury

Renata Rusek-Kowalska   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6513-9236
Jagiellonian University
renata.rusek@uj.edu.pl

Polish Women as “Sweet Pillagers” in Persian 
Poetry*

Abstract: Between 1942 and 1945, Iran served as both a transit country and a refuge for appro-
ximately 120,000 Polish exiles who had survived the Soviet gulags and kolkhozes. Among them 
were soldiers as well as a significant number of civilians (about 45,000). While the military 
moved to the war fronts to support the Allies, the civilians – primarily women and children – 
remained in refugee camps, awaiting further relocation.
Although generally isolated from Iranian society, many Polish refugees nevertheless managed 
to venture into the cities and lead independent lives. Their presence has left some marks on 
Persian literature, particularly in prose. These Polish traces in Persian fiction have gradually 
increased over time and are receiving growing scholarly attention. However, when it comes 
to Persian poetry, verses on the Polish exiles are extremely rare and largely unexplored. There-
fore, this paper seeks to partly fill this lacuna by examining a Persian poem composed during 
the Second World War that addresses the “Polish beauties”.
Keywords: Polish exiles in Iran , Polish women , Persian poetry , humoresque , Abu al-Qāsem 
Hālat , Hāfez (Hafez) , Turk of Shiraz
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O! When these fair perfidious maids,
Whose eyes our secret haunts infest,

Their dear destructive charms display;
Each glance my tender breast invades,

And robs my wounded soul of rest,
As Tartars seize their destin’d prey

(Hāfez of Shiraz,
transl. by Sir William Jones)1

Introduction

The dramatic course of World War II caused Iran to become, for several years, 
a refuge for thousands of Polish exiles. Undoubtedly, the presence of such 
a large group of exotic refugees in Iran should have left its mark on Persian 
literature. For years, these Polish trails have been traced in Persian prose by 
Anna Krasnowolska, who highlights their scarcity and notices that “given the 
mass presence of Poles in Iran, one might have expected more lasting cultural 
effects for both sides from this encounter”.2

Due to the specific natu re of this migration, in which men constituted a clear 
minority, it is unsurprising that Polish women became the primary subjects of 
literary representation. Their portrayals in Persian fiction and drama are often 
episodic and stereotypical, focusing mainly on those who remained in Iran 
after the war. Krasnowolska demonstrates that in the first generation of literary 
depictions, they are portrayed primarily as seductresses, then as eccentric figures 

1   Fifty Poems of Hafiz, ed. A.J. Arberry, London 1995, p. 85; Hāfez Širāzi, Divān-e Xāje 
Šamso-d-Din Mohammad Hāfez-e Širāzi (“The Divan of Khāje Shamso-d-Din Mohammad 
Hāfez of Shiraz”), eds. M. Qazvini, Q. Qani, 4th ed., Tehr ān 1362 (1983–1984). At this point, 
I would like to thank Prof. Anna Krasnowolska for her thorough reading of my article and all 
her valuable comments.

2   See: A. Krasnowolska, Polacy w Iranie w czasie II wojny światowej. Stereotypy i doświadczenia 
(“The Poles in Iran During World War II. Stereotypes and Experiences”) [in:] Dziedzictwo 
Odyseusza (“The Legacy of Odysseus”), eds. M. Cieśla-Korytowska, O. Płaszczewska, Kraków 
2007, p. 370. For further reading, see: A. Krasnowolska, “Poles in Iran during World War II”, Res 
Orientales 2011, vol. 20, pp. 321–335; eadem, The Traces of the Second Wor ld War Polish Refugees 
in Modern Persian Literature [in:] In the Archive of Memory. The Fate of Poles and Iranians in the 
Second World War, ed. S. Surdykowska, Warsaw 2014, pp. 119–134; eadem, Who is a Madame? 
[in:] In Quest of Identity. Studies on the Persianate World, eds. M. Michalak, M. Rodziewicz, 
Warsaw 2015, pp. 75–84; eadem, “Polish Refugees in Iran During the Second World War: 
The Creation and Reshaping of Literary Stereotypes”, Journal of Persianate Studies 2025 (to be 
published soon). Regarding Polish traces in Persian cinema, see: I. Nowicka, Filmowe polonica 
irańskie (“Polish Cinematic References in Iran”) [in:] Perskie losy. Dzieje Polaków w Iranie podczas 
II wojny światowej i po niej (“Persian Fates: The History of Poles in Iran During and After World 
War II”), eds. J. Sierakowska-Dyndo, I. Nowicka, S.A. Jaśkowski, Warsaw 2023, pp. 83–92.



130
Po

ls
ko

-p
er

sk
ie

 r
el

ac
je

 k
ul

tu
ra

ln
e /

 P
ol

is
h-

Pe
rs

ia
n 

Cu
lt

ur
al

 R
el

at
io

ns
Renata Rusek-Kowalska

– music teachers, melancholic, frustrated, and unhappy individuals struggling 
with alcoholism and defying prevailing social norms. Moreover, male narratives 
tend to present an eroticised image of Polish women, depicting them as both 
attractive and liberated yet ephemeral.3 In contrast, the second generation of 
literary portrayals, seemingly influenced by a wave of nostalgia, offers a more 
romanticised vision of the female exiles from distant Lahestān, as enigmatic 
foreigners, living on the margins of society, marked by a past of suffering as 
refugees from Soviet gulags, yet to some extent assimilated into Iranian culture.4

However, when it comes to Persian poetry, such traces appear even scarcer, 
and the presence of Polish exiles in Persian verse remains largely unexplored.5 
One of the few Persian poets to leave behind commentary responding to the 
arrival of Polish people in Iran is Abu’l-Qāsem Hālat, the author of a poem 
Xubān-e Lahestāni, i.e. “Polish beauties”. Before discussing the poem itself, 
I will first outline the historical and social context in which the Polish exiles 
found themselves in Iran and introduce the poet who responded in verse to 
their presence.

1. Historical outline

After Germany declared war on the Soviet Union in 1941, the Sikorski-Mayski 
Agreement was signed, which provided for the formation of an army from 
Polish exiles who had been deported en masse by the Soviets to gulags and kol
khozes between 1940 and 1941.6 This Polish Army, led by General Władysław 

3   See: B. Alavi, Yerenečkā [in:] Nāmehā (“Letters”), 2nd ed., Tehrān 1357 (1978), pp. 87–93 
(1st ed. 1952); Š. Meskub, Safar dar xāb (“A Journey in Dream”), Paris 1998; R. Qāsemi, Harekat 
bā šomā-st, Merkušyo! (“It’s Your Move, Mercutio!”), Tehr ān 1382 (2003); Š. Pārsipur, Bar bāl-e 
bād nešastan (“Sitting on the Wings of Wind”), Spånga ( Sweden ) 2002; G. Taraqi, Xānomhā 
(“Ladies”) [in:] Do donyā (“Two Worlds”), Tehr ān 1383 (2004), pp. 29–64 (1st ed. 1381/2002). 
Cf. e.g. A. Krasnowolska, The Traces…, op. cit.

4   See: M. Ensāfi, To be Esfahān bāz xāhi gašt (“You will Return to Esfahan”), Tehrān 1394 
(2015); M. Širmohammadi, Xāne-ye Lahestānihā (“The House of Poles”), Tehr ān 1397 (2018); 
Š.N. Iguʾāl, Nām-e u Marjān (“Her Name Marjan”), transl. R. Purmanāf, Tehrān 1403 (2024), 
originally published in Turkish as Sh.N. Igual, Adi Mercan (“Her Name is Marjan”), Istanbul 
2023; See also: the memoirs of a Polish exile in Persian, Helena Stelmach (1931–2017), recorded 
by her Iranian husband: M.ʿA. Nikpur, Az Varšou tā Tehrān. Xāterāt-e qamangiz-e yek mohājer-e 
asir-e Lahestāni moqim-e Tehrān az do wrān-e jang-e dovvom-e jahāni (“From Warsaw to Tehran: 
Sorrowful Memoirs of a Polish Exile Living in Tehran During World War II”), Tehr ān 1388 (2009).

5   See: F. Machalski, Z ziemi perskiej do Polski. Wybór tekstów (“From the Persian Land to 
Poland: A Selection of Texts”), eds. K. Paraskiewicz, K. Paraskiewicz, Kraków 2016, pp. 111–113.

6   See, e.g.: G. Hryciuk, Deportacje ludności polskiej (“Deportations of the Polish Population”) 
[in:] Masowe deportacje radzieckie w okresie II wojny światowej (“Mass Soviet Deportations During 
World War II”), 2nd ed. revised and expanded, “Prace Historyczne” XII, Wrocław 1994, pp. 27–82; 
J.T. Gross, I. Grudzińska-Gross, W czterdzistym nas Matko na Sybir zesłali (“In Nineteen-forty 
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Anders, was to support the Allies in their fight against Germany. Iran – then 
under Soviet and British occupation – agreed to serve as a transit point for them.

Yet, driven by the aim of liberating as many Poles as possible from Soviet 
captivity, negotiations extended beyond the evacuation of army recruits to 
include their families as well. As a result, the soldiers were accompanied by 
civilians – not only legitimate spouses and children but also orphans and those 
who claimed familial ties out of desperation. Thus, in spring and summer–
autumn of 1942 an unprecedented exodus of Poles, exceeding 116,000 refu-
gees, reached northern Iran. Among them there were more than 74,000 Polish 
troops and more than 44,000 civilians7. The Polish soldiers, after a brief period 
of quarantine, headed to the front lines, while the women and children, along 
with a handful of men exempt from military service, were to remain longer, 
having been granted asylum on Persian soil and waiting for their relocation. 
Although they had seemingly been saved, many were unable to recover from 
the hardships endured in the Soviet Union and perished after reaching Iran.8

The refugees were primarily accommodated in four camps in Tehran (Camps 
No. 1, 2, 3, and 5). Additionally, there were temporary camps in Mashhad and 
Ahvaz, and a Polish children’s colony (Camp No. 4 divided into 21 departments) 
was established in Isfahan.9 Many of the Poles were gradually relocated to Africa 
(Uganda, Kenya and South Africa), India, New Zealand and Mexico. The last 
group of Poles awaiting evacuation from Iran was transported to Lebanon in 
February 1946. According to information from Polish representatives in Iran, 

they Sent Us to Siberia, Mum…”), London 1983. For further reading in English, see: N. Davies, 
Trail of Hope: The Anders Army, An Odyssey Across Three Continents, Oxford 2015.

7   Figures based on the particularly reliable calculations of Colonel Alexander Ross, see 
e.g.: J. Pietrzak, Polscy uchodźcy na Bliskim Wschodzie w latach drugiej wojny światowej (“Polish 
Refugees in the Middle East in World War II”), Łodź 2012, p. 81. Polish refugees reached Iran 
in two distinct waves (March–April and August–September/October), traveling both by sea 
(from Krasnovodsk, now Türkmenbaşy, to Pahl avi, now Anzali) and by land (from Ashgabat to 
Mashhad). Among the evacuated Polish citizens, approximately 3,000 civilians and 4,000 soldiers 
were Jewish. See: J.  Pietrzak, op. cit., p. 81–83. For more details, see: J.  Wróbel, Uchodźcy polscy 
ze Związku Sowieckiego 1942–1950 (“Polish Exiles from the Soviet Union, 1942–1950”), Łódź 
2003, pp. 12–47; J. Pietrzak, op. cit., pp. 60–102.

8   Almost 3,000 individuals, including a significant number of newborn children, died 
in Iran. For more on Polish burial sites in Iran, see: A. Przewoźnik, Polskie cmentarze wojenne 
w Iranie = Polish War Cemeteries in Iran, 2nd, revised ed., Warszawa 2012. J. Wróbel, op. cit.,  
p. 93. Update by I. Nowicka, Od Redakcji (“Preface/From the Editors”), [in:] Perskie losy…,  
op. cit., p. 21.

9   As for Tehran, Camps 1 and 2 were located in Dušān (Doshan) Tappe, about 8 km 
northwest of Tehran, on the grounds of a military airfield. Camp 3 had the best climatic conditions, 
as it was set up in Yusofābād, approximately 183 meters above Tehran, making it slightly cooler 
during the summer, whereas Camp 5 was in fact an orphanage. For more on Polish camps in 
Iran, see: J. Wróbel, op. cit., pp. 58–66; J. Pietrzak, op. cit., 96–102.
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about 100 individuals living privately in Tehran and “temporarily earning a liv-
ing” officially expressed interest in staying in Iran after the war.10

1.1. Situation in Iran

Evacuated from the “inhuman land”, the newcomers arrived in Iran in a deplor-
able condition; exhausted by hard labour, starvation and a harrowing exodus, 
and consumed by diseases such as typhus, malaria, acute dysentery, etc. Des-
perate for food, clothing and medical care, the survivors perceived their sal-
vation as a miraculous journey through the Red Sea to a Promised Land – or 
rather, a temporary asylum in a land flowing with milk and honey.11 Yet the 
situation in Iran, although for many it seemed paradisiacal in comparison to 
their infernal Soviet experiences, was far from the image of a fabulous land of 
1001 nights. In fact, the massive influx of Polish evacuees coincided with an 
economic crisis and political unrest in the host country.

Officially neutral, though strongly sympathetic to the Nazis, Iran lost her 
independence in 1941 to occupying British and Soviet forces, which divided its 
territory into two parts: the northern part under Soviet control and the south-
ern part under British dominance. The Pro-German Iranian ruler, Reza shah 
Pahlavi (1925–1941) was forced to abdicate in favour of his son, Mohammad 
Reza (1941–1979) and Iranian transport infrastructure and manpower were 
requisitioned and deployed by the Allies for the war effort. Hence, shortly after 
the arrival of the first wave of Polish refugees to Iran, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the Kingdom of Iran submitted a following note to the Embassy of 
the Republic of Poland:

With all due respect to the Embassy of the Republic of Poland, and referring to the 
report of the relevant authorities, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom 
of Iran wishes to state that a group of Polish civilians, women, and children, has 
entered Iran, crossing the northern border of the country. Due to the lack of 
accommodation for the refugees and the extremely poor economic conditions 
(supply shortages), Iran is unable to accept such a large number of individuals. 
However, permission has been granted for their temporary stay and passage through 
Iranian territory.12

10   J. Pietrzak, op. cit., p. 95.
11   After all, Polish survivors hoped to eventually return to their homes in Poland. See, 

for example, the epilogue of Beata Obertyńska’s memoir, W domu niewoli (“In the House of 
Slavery”), Warsaw 1991, p. 344 (1st ed. Rome 1946); J. Krzysztoń, Krzyż Południa (“Southern 
Cross”), Warszawa 1987, p. 231; and others.

12   P. Kowalewska, Dokumenty z lat 1942–1943 dotyczące Polaków w Archiwum Ministerstwa 
Spraw Zagranicznych w Teheranie (“Documents from 1942–1943 Concerning Poles in the 

Renata Rusek-Kowalska
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This dramatic note, however, did not stem the flood of starving and tat-
tered people. Had they not been so exhausted and corpse-like, this human tide 
might have resembled an invasion of nomadic tribes from the northern steppes 
– a phenomenon Iranians have witnessed more than once in their history.

The economic crisis and political unrest was aggravated at the end of 1942. 
Few resources left by the Allies for farming, combined with drought, a bad 
harvest, as well as hoarding and speculations in the market lead to an acute 
grain shortage and widespread famine. As a result, in December 1942 the Teh-
ran bread riot broke out, which was soon suppressed by the Allies.13 Though 
the Polish government-in-exile was financially responsible for the Poles’ stay 
in Iran and the bulk of Iran’s resources was not actually consumed by Polish 
exiles but exported to Russia14, the large presence of refugees must have been 
perceived by Iranians as an immense burden and a direct cause of the spread 
of famine in their country.

1.2. Predominance of women and children

Historians emphasize the distinctive nature of the Polish exile in Iran, namely the 
clear predominance of women (nearly 16,000) and children (around 15,000), 
which sets it apart from other Polish wartime migrant communities. Among 
men, most were either of an age or in a state of health that precluded active 
military service.15 The social background of Polish refugees was diverse, reflect-
ing the wide range of social groups targeted by the Soviet deportations from 
1939 to 1941. Nevertheless, those fortunate “chosen ones”, who managed to 

Archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Tehran”), unpublished MA’s thesis, Warsaw 2012, 
p. 74, quote after: J. Sierakowska-Dyndo, Z archiwum pamięci [in:] Perskie losy…, op. cit., p. 43.

13   See: S.L. McFarland, “Anatomy of Iran Political Crowd: ‘The Bread Riot of December 
1942’”, International Journal of Middle East Studies 1985, vol. 17, no. 1, pp. 51–65; J. Sierakowska-
 -Dyndo, op. cit., pp. 33–45. See also: A.R. Karimi, S.A. Karimi, “Lahestānihā-ye mohājer dar Irān 
1320–1323” (“Polish Immigrants in Iran 1942–1945”), Tārix-e mo’āser-e Irān (“Contemporary 
History of Iran”) 1378 (1999), vol. 3/9, p. 22 [pp. 7–40]; A. Krasnowolska, The Traces…,  
op. cit., p. 122. Description of this event, which was not mentioned by the weekly newspaper 
“Polak w Iranie” (“A Pole in Iran”) can be found e.g. in Polish novel by Jerzy Krzysztoń, see:  
J. Krzysztoń, op. cit., pp. 338–345. Cf. also the stereotype of Poles as those who deprive Iranians 
of their bread in Persian autobiographical prose, e.g. Š. Meskub, op. cit., pp. 20–21.

14   N. Keddie, World War II and Mosaddeq: 1941–1953 [in:] eadem, Modern Iran: Roots 
and Results of Revolution, New Haven, CT 2006, p. 106; on the ban on exporting grain from the 
most fertile, Soviet-occupied northern part of the country to the south, see: J. Wróbel, op. cit., 
p. 66. The Polish and American Red Cross also assisted in provisioning Polish refugees in Iran. 
The British financed the food supplies during the evacuation of Poles to Pahlavi, their transit 
through Iran, and their stay in the transitory camp in Ahvaz. See: J. Wróbel, op. cit., p. 66; see 
also: J. Sierakowska-Dyndo, op. cit., pp. 41–43.

15   See: J. Wróbel, op. cit., p. 41.
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successfully reach Iran, were generally among the most resourceful individu-
als, fiercely determined to survive and reclaim the years lost to Soviet slavery.

In the case of Polish women, the gradual recovery after “two and a half 
years of suspended animation”16 entailed a process of regaining their feminity. 
Hence, their basic necessities soon extended beyond just bread and included 
decent clothing. The author of the monograph on Polish refugees from the 
Soviet Union, Janusz Wróbel, notes:

The clothing needs of Polish refugees in Iran were immense. They arrived at the port 
of Pahlavi in rags, which had to be burned immediately to prevent the spread of lice 
and infectious diseases. A bath, the removal of old, dirty, worn-out, and lice-infested 
clothes, is often mentioned in the refugees’ accounts as a moment that definitively 
separated them from the tragic experiences on the “inhuman land” of the Soviet 
Union. Although the clothes they received did not fit the figures of the newcomers 
very well, and the cut of the dresses – sourced from American donations or local 
purchases in Iran – did not fully suit Polish women, this was a minor issue that 
could not overshadow the overall sense of happiness at finally being able to dress 
cleanly. Moreover, the resourcefulness and innate sense of elegance of Polish women, 
combined with their ability to improvise, soon allowed for improvements in the 
aesthetics of their clothing, as evidenced by photographs preserved from that period.17

The desire to appear presentable, or even elegant, is reflected not only in 
the preserved photographs but also in Polish memoirs from that time. Michał 
Giedroyć, in his memoir Crater’s Edge, recalls his arrival at “Civilian Camp 
No. 3” in the northern part of Tehran, where, as a 13-year-old boy, he was 
accommodated with his mother and two older sisters:

Stacks of used clothes of high quality awaited the women – American generosity 
again. Soon my mother and sisters began to look thoroughly presentable, although 
the total image took some while to achieve. The other day I found in my mother’s 

16   See: M. Giedroyć, Crater’s Edge. A Family’s Epic Journey Through Wartime Russia, London 
2010, p. 131.

17   J. Wróbel, op. cit., p. 68. Apart from utilizing shipments of ready-made, mostly second-
hand garments from American supplies, Polish authorities in Iran ordered also cotton fabrics 
from India. These fabrics were used to sew new clothes in tailoring workshops organised within 
the camps. See: ibidem. The outfit of Polish women can be seen, among other sources, in the 
photographs of Polish women taken by Abolqāsem Jalā and published by Parisa Damandan 
in the album The Children of Esfahan. Polish Refugees in Iran. Portrait Photographs of Abolqasem 
Jala 1942–1945, Tehran 2010; on Polish women gracefully wearing bathrobes in public spaces, 
see: A. Krasnowolska, Jereneczka – polski fantazmat Bozorga Alawiego (“Yerenechka – A Polish 
Phantasm by Bozorg Alavi”) (in this volume).
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papers one of her early Tehran photographs, in which she is topped with an elegant 
summer hat and tailed with a pair of tired plimsolls.18

Apparently, in this process of reclaiming femineity, Polish women must have 
undergone a chrysalis-like transformation – from emaciated figures dressed in 
lice-ridden rags to elegant and witty enchantresses, stirring unrest in the roman-
tic hearts of Iranian men and threatening the moral integrity of Iranian society.19

1.3. Bilateral contacts

Wróbel reflects on the influx of Poles to Iran in 1942, rightly noting that “It 
was the first time in the history of both countries that contacts between Poles 
and Iranians took on such a broad and direct dimension”.20 Yet, despite being 
unprecedented, these contacts were not as extensive as one might assume. Sev-
eral obstacles hindered direct interaction, including the prevailing isolation of 
Poles from Iranian society, language and cultural barriers, and Soviet censorship, 
which strictly prohibited the Poles from sharing their traumatic experiences 
in the USSR with Iranians.21 Therefore, the extent of bilateral contacts should 
not be overstated. Apart from the efforts of intellectual elites who sought to 
establish relations with their Persian counterparts, the majority of Polish ref-
ugees remained confined to camps, perceiving their stay in the exotic land as 
merely a temporary stopover. Consequently, interactions between Poles and 
Iranians were primarily limited to official special events (organised for or by 
the refugees both within and outside the camps) and the informal activities of 
pass holders, those who ventured into the cities for work, as well as local staff 
providing services within the Polish encampments.

18   M. Giedroyć, op. cit., p. 129.
19   Cf. e.g. Š. Meskub, op. cit., pp. 34–35.
20   J. Wróbel, op. cit., p. 48. It is worth noting that the total number of people of Polish 

origin in Iran before World War II was estimated to be around 120. See: ibidem, p. 52; J. Pietrzak, 
op. cit., p. 61. For more on the pre-war Polish community in Iran, see: B. Składanek, “Uwagi 
o Polonii w Iranie w latach 1918–1945” (“Remarks on the Polish Community in Iran, 1918–
1945”), Przegląd Orientalistyczny 1971, vol. 4 (80), pp. 377–380.

21   Quoting General Anders’ order from August 3, 1942: “(…) Any talkativeness (Polish 
“gadulstwo”), the expression of personal opinions, discussions, and comments about the stay 
in the territory of the USSR are unacceptable and will be punished with the utmost severity”. 
See: the Archives of Polish Institute and General Sikorski Museum in London: IPMS, A VII/1/5. 
As quoted in: J. Pietrzak, op. cit., pp. 79–80.
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1.3.1. Excess of erotic interest

Nevertheless, despite the aforementioned obstacles, some Polish memoirs sug-
gest that the informal Polish-Iranian male-female interactions flourished with 
remarkable vibrancy. As Giedroyć notes in his memoirs from Camp No. 3:

The plimsolls [of his mother] did not inhibit contacts with Iranian high society. 
Local young blades sought out the exotic Polish girls. Anuśka [Gedroyć’s older sister, 
aged 22] caught the eye of a colonel in shining riding boots, who offered outings in 
his equally shiny American car. Anuśka was allowed to accept the invitation, “but 
her mother came too” as did Tereska [younger sister, aged 20]; the collective view 
being that there was safety in numbers. My mother’s chaperoning tended to inhibit 
these budding opportunities.22

Bilateral encounters naturally intensified outside the camps, where many 
Polish women sought normalcy and independence after two and a half years 
of communal life. Statistics indicate that the number of Polish women earning 
a living beyond the civilian camps steadily increased, peaking in the autumn of 
1943.23 Inevitably, Polish cafés, hair salons, and tailor shops sprang up across 
Iran’s capital, adding new hues to the city’s bustling landscape.

In this atmosphere, reminiscent of a carnival after a period of fasting, young 
women from the remote land of Lahestān enjoyed their youth, surrounded by 
circles of admirers –Iranian, American, English, and Polish – as confirmed in 
Giedroyć’s memoir. The author, after listing his sisters’ various suitors, includ-
ing their Iranian wooers, emphasises that these courtships took place “under 
their mother’s watchful eye”24. Chaperoning was indeed necessary to temper 
the passions of youthful hearts, both Polish and Iranian. Wróbel likewise men-
tions moral concerns arising from the disrupted gender ratios within the Polish 
exile community:

Among the negative phenomena observed within the Polish refugee community in 
Iran were issues of a moral nature, which inevitably arose in societies with disrupted 
gender ratios. In Iran, a significant number of women, young people, and children 

22   M. Giedroyć, op. cit., pp. 129–130.
23   On November 30, 1942 it reached 1,163 refugees, including 1,061 women, whereas 

on October 31, 1943, the number of people in the camps dropped to 4,466 in Tehran and 
increased to 1900 people outside the camps, including 1,259 women. These are the official 
numbers referring to those who remained under the care of the Polish Ministry of Labour and 
Social Care (MPiOS). See: J. Pietrzak, op. cit., pp. 97–98. On October 31, 1943, among those 
employed outside the camps, officially 20 people worked in restaurants as musicians, dancers, 
staff at the Polish school cafeteria, and in a casino for off-duty officers, while 550 worked in 
British and American military institutions. See: ibidem, p. 98.

24   M. Giedroyć, op. cit., p. 135.

Renata Rusek-Kowalska



Polish Women as “Sweet Pillagers” in Persian Poetry 137

Po
ls

ko
-p

er
sk

ie
 r

el
ac

je
 k

ul
tu

ra
ln

e /
 P

ol
is

h-
Pe

rs
ia

n 
Cu

lt
ur

al
 R

el
at

io
ns

remained, while most men had joined the military. The shortage of men led to what 
Polish authorities described in official documents as an “excess of erotic interest”.25

The historian quotes Ambassador Karol Bader’s observations from his visit 
to Isfahan and Ahvaz:

The temptation is great, for with the vast number of lonely women, American soldiers 
and locals do not hold back for a moment, launching advances from all sides. This 
phenomenon is, in fact, common and even more glaringly apparent in Ahvaz.26

Memoirs from Isfahan also reveal that Polish adolescent girls were vulner
able to “constant unpleasant accosting” on the city streets.27 One of the former 
Polish “Children of Isfahan” comments on it in a manner that might sound 
slightly condescending and reflecting colonial discourse:

Simple Muslims were unable to come to terms with the presence of a large number 
of women and girls who walked freely about the streets dressed in a way which, 
while very modest by European standards, must have offended their idea of how 
a woman should appear. The younger girls were strictly forbidden to leave a school 
without an adult, as it was unsafe. The older girls had passes, but none ever went 
out alone, always in a group.28

Similarly, Michał Giedroyć recalls that his 20-year-old sister, while unat-
tended by a male escort, walked the streets of Tehran carrying a riding crop 
for self-defence against the persistent advances of local admirers.29 However, 
we should also consider the other side of the coin in this story of “innocently 
coquettish Polish girls and strident Persian suitors”.

1.3.2. Polish women as challengers of Iranian moral norms

Though both Polish authorities and memoir writers blamed the “locals” for 
crowding around Polish women and “launching advances from all sides”, Ira-
nian men seemed to have the opposite perspective, as will be soon illustrated 
in the Persian poem. The conundrum of who was the victim and who the 

25   J. Wróbel, op. cit., p. 89.
26   Sprawozdanie posła RP w Teheranie K. Badera z wizytacji skupisk polskich w Isfahanie, 21 IV 

1944 (“Report of the Polish Envoy in Tehran, K. Bader, on the Inspection of Polish Communities 
in Isfahan, April 24, 1944”); Hoover Institution on War, Revolution and Peace, MSZ (Polish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs), 194; quotation cited in: J. Wróbel, op. cit., p. 89.

27   Isfahan, City of Polish Children, eds. I. Beaupré-Stankiewicz, D. Waszczuk-Kamieniecka, 
J. Lewicka-Howells, 3rd ed., London 1989, p. 315.

28   Ibidem.
29   M. Giedroyć, op. cit., p. 138.
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challenger in Polish-Iranian female-male encounters might have stemmed from 
both religiuous and cultural differences, and the traditional Iranian percep-
tion of what constitutes a “decent” and an “indecent” woman. This difference 
generally boils down to behaviour in public spaces, where a “decent woman” 
should be accompanied by a male protector, remain shy, modest, quiet, and 
avoid laughing.

Harshly affected by the war and lacking their male escorts, non-Muslim, 
mostly Christian women and girls were glaring outsiders and embodiments 
of “the Other” in Iranian society, inevitably violating cultural codes and local 
moral principles of modesty (hayā) and honour (āberu).30 Their coquettish 
nature and innate desire to appear attractive were likely interpreted as pro-
vocative, implying an open invitation to an affair. Moreover, it should not go 
unsaid that some of them, indeed, “ventured onto a slippery path” and were 
involved in prostitution.31 As a result, exotic Polish women – whether innocent 
beauties, playful bar waitresses, cabaret singers, strong-willed seductresses, or 
simple prostitutes – may have been perceived en masse as an irresistible source 
of temptation. Within this traditional discourse, Iranian men presented them-
selves as mere prey ensnared by the Polish women’s seductive behaviour. This 
self-pitying (mazlum-bāzi) perspective seems to be voiced in Hālat’s poem 
Xubān-e Lahestāni.

2. The poet Hālat and his poem about “Polish beauties”

Abu’l-Qāsem Hālat is apparently one of the few prominent Persian poets to have 
voiced his reaction to the arrival of Poles in Iran during World War II.32 What 
adds value to his poems is the fact that they capture the pulse of the time and 
serve as a direct response to the then current events in Iranian society. There 
are at least two poems in his rich legacy dedicated to the presence of exotic 

30   The Persian notion of āberu can be roughly understood as “honor, reputation, social 
standing, dignity”. It is deeply ingrained in the collective values and familial reputation and, 
thus, maintaining it is of great importance in Persian culture. Interestingly, in Polish comments 
on the behaviour of some young Polish women in Iran these patriarchal family values were 
also reflected, e.g. Halina Czarnocka in her article Pracujemy! (“We are Working!”) published 
in Tehran in the weekly Polak w Iranie allows herself to make a bitter remark on a category of 
Polish women, among those who look for more independence and find work outside camps, who 
“instead of making a little effort, preferred to tarnish the names of their husbands and fathers 
and ventured onto a slippery path”. See: H. Czarnocka, “Pracujemy!” (“We are Working!”), 
Polak w Iranie 1943, June 13, p. 3.

31   See: ibidem. For more on licentious Polish women, see e.g. F. Machalski, op. cit., p. 117.
32   See also: Mohammad-Taqi Bahār, known as Maleko-š-Š oʿarā (“The King of Poets”) 

Bahār (1884–1951) and his qasida on the English occupiers, in which he also blames the Polish 
people for the famine in Iran. Quote after: F. Machalski, op. cit., pp. 112–113.
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refugees in Iran. One of them, Doxtar-e Lahestāni (“A Polish girl”)33 addresses 
the issue of Iranian men marrying Polish girls, while the other portrays Polish 
women as extraordinary beautiful and highlights their irresistible allure. In this 
paper I will focus on the latter, called Xubān-e Lahestāni (“Polish beauties”).

2.1. Abu’l-Qāsem Hālat (ca. 1919–1992)

The author of the poem, Abu’l-Qāsem Hālat (b. around 1298 [1919] in Teh-
ran, d. 1371 [1992] in Tehran) was a gifted Persian poet, writer, translator, 
songwriter, and scholar, who graduated with a B.A. in literature from the Uni-
versity of Tehran and published his works under the pen-names “Abu’l-ʿEynak” 
(“The Bespectacled”), “Hodhod Mirzā” (“Hoopoe Mirza”), “Xorus-e Lāri” 
(“Long-legged Rooster”), “Šux” (“Jokester”), or “Fāzel-maʿāb” (“Scholar-like”)”.34

He began his career as a poet in 1935 and soon became a member of the 
literary society Anjoman-e Adabi-ye Irān. As a highly prolific poet, who possessed 
his own style (sāheb-e sabk) and was skilled in improvisation, Hālat published 
several satirical poems weekly in Iranian magazines, such as the satirical weekly 
Towfiq, which he collaborated with from 1938, remaining one of its regular 
contributors until the journal ceased publication in 1971.35 Apart from satir-
ical poems and facetious tales, he also ventured into moralistic, mystical, and 
religious poetry, which he published primarily in the journal “Āyin-e Eslām”.36

The first collection of his satirical works, Fokāhiyāt-e Ḥālat, was issued 
in two volumes in 1946. Later, his poems appeared in Divān-e Xorus-e Lāri 
(1362/1983–1984), Divān-e Abu’l-‘Eynak (1363/1984–1985), and Divān-e 
Šux (1365/1986–1987). It is worth mentioning that Hālat was also famous as 
the author of more than one hundred popular songs (tarāne) with social and 
political overtones. One of such songs, Pāyande bādā Irān, became the first 
anthem of the Islamic Republic of Iran (1358–1371/1979–1992).

33   Abu al-Qāsem Hālat, Doxtar-e Lahestāni (“A Polish Girl”) [in:] Divān-e Abu al-ʿEynak 
(“Divan of Abu al-ʿEynak”), 2nd rev. ed., Tehr ān 1370 (1991), p. 444.

34   For more, see: H. Etteḥād, Ḥālat, Abu’l-Qāsem [in:] Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. XI, 
fasc. 6, pp. 584–585, also available online: Ḥālat, Abu’l-Qāsem – Encyclopaedia Iranica (access: 
10.01.2025); M. Šarifi, Abu al-Qāsem Hālat [in:] Farhang-e adabiyyāt-e Fārsi (“A Dictionary of 
Persian Literature”), ed. M. Jaʿfari, 1st ed., Tehr ān 1387 (2008), pp. 72–73; Abu’l-Qāsem Hālat, 
57 [Panjāh-o haft] sāl bā Abu’l-Qāsem Hālat. Zendegi-nāme-ye xodnevešt va xāterāt (“Fifty-Seven 
Years with Abu’l-Qāsem Hālat: An Autobiography and Memoirs”), Tehr ān 1379 (2000–2001).

35   See: H. Javadi, Towfiq (Tawfiq) newspaper [in:] Encyclopaedia Iranica, online edition, 
2017, available at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/towfiq-newspaper (access: 10.12.2024).

36   Z. Mo’tamen, Pišgoftār (“Introduction”) [in:] Divān-e Abu al-ʿEynak, op. cit., p. 7.
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2.2. Hālat as a satirical author (tanz-nevis)

Hālat is considered by some observers to be the greatest contemporary Persian satir-
ical poet (tanz-sarāy/tanz-pardāz; šā’er-e bazle-gu va mazzāh), known for his quick-
wit and sharp mind, who spared no one (including himself ) in his criticism and 
turned everything into a laughingstock (malʿabe).37 His enormous success 
and mastery of satirical poetry, have sometimes earned him the titles of the 
“King of Poets” (Maleko-š-šoʿarā), the “Prince of Poets” (Amiro-š-šoʿarā) or  
the “Seyyed of Poets” (Seyyedo-š-šoʿarā)38 and his verses, fluent and simple in 
style, earned the reputation of sahl-o momtaneʿ (“having inimitable smooth-
ness”)39. Following the classical “masters of words”, Hālat was highly skilled in 
composing qasida (qaside), qetʿe, quatrain (robāʽi), and ghazal (qazal) forms. 
However, while classical in form, and chiefly humorous in mood, his poetry was 
contemporary in content and socially engaged. According to Zeyno-l-Ābedin 
Mo’tamen, it reflected in a simple language social pains, public struggles and 
the political views of the majority of Iranian people.40

It is not surprising, then, that among Persian poets, it was Hālat who com-
mented on the   presence of Poles in Iran – and did so in a satirical vein.

2.3. Xubān-e Lahestāni or the “Polish beauties”

Hālat’s poem Xubān-e Lahestāni was first published on October 19, 1942 
(26/7/1321 AP) in the Towfiq newspaper41, and later included in the second 
volume of Fokāhiyāt-e Hālat, preceded by the following commentary: “The 
following qetʿe was composed about Polish women (zanān-e Lahestāni) who, 
displaced (āvāre šode) from their homeland due to the war with Germany, had 
come to Iran”.42 This explanation aligns with the official narrative of the time, 
which depicted German aggression as the primary cause of the Polish exile to 
the East.

Before commenting on the poem, I present its original text along with 
my translation:

37   Ibidem, p. 8.
38   ʿA. Kasmāʾi, “Āxarin motāyebe-ye jeddi” (“The Last Serious Jest”), Adabestān 1992, 

vol. 35, p. 94 (pp. 94–95).
39   Z. Mo’tamen, op. cit., p. 8.
40   Ibidem, p. 9.
41   See: Abu’l-Qāsem Hālat, Fokāhiyāt-e Hālat (“Humorous Works of Hālat”), vol. 2, Tehrān 

1325 (1946), p. 60. Yet, this date should be compared with the date given in F. Machalski 
(op. cit., p. 112), where the editors indicate November 15, 1942.

42   Abu’l Qāsem Hālat, Fokāhiyāt…, op. cit., p. 60.

Renata Rusek-Kowalska
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1

Truly, the beauty of a rose, which 
is more delightful than anything,
Cannot surpass the charm of the 
Polish beauties [lit. is not more 
beautiful than the faces of Polish 
beauties]

۱ 

2

As long as one can look at Pol-
ish roses [lit. at the faces of Polish 
roses/Polish flowers],
There is no regard for the [lit. faces 
of ] roses of the rose garden

۲

3
It is no wonder if an Iranian heart 
becomes fond of them,
For no one denies the fine taste 
of Iranians

۳

4

What fear if this tribe has eaten 
our bread?
When there is the sorrow of love, 
there is no grief of not having 
bread

۴

5
If   they demand our soul in 
exchange for a kiss,
At this stage [of passion], every 
soul is ready to be sacrificed

۵

6

And if they take the clothes from 
our bodies by force,
A lover crazy with love for beauties 
[lit. slain by beauties] does not fear 
nakedness

۶

7

As long as these moon-like ones 
are our guests,
One cannot say we do not care 
for hospitality / we do not have 
entertainment in mind.

۷

  راستی روی گل از هر چه که خوشتر باشد 

  ی خوبان لهستانی نيست خوشتر از چهره

 

 های لهستانی هستدر نظر تا رخ گل

 نظری با رخ گلهای گلستانی نيست

 های لهستانی هستدر نظر تا رخ گل

 نظری با رخ گلهای گلستانی نيست

  راستی روی گل از هر چه که خوشتر باشد 

  ی خوبان لهستانی نيست خوشتر از چهره

 

 دل ايرانی اگر مايلشان شد چه عجب

 هيچ کس منکر خوش ذوقی ايرانی نيست 

  نان ما را اگر اين طايفه خوردند چه باک

 تا غم عشق بود غصهٔ بی نانی نيست

 گر که جان هم عوض بوسه بخواهند ز ما 

 نيست جانی که درين مرحله قربانی نيست 

 ور لباس از تن ما نيز در آرند بجور

 کشتهٔ عشق بتان را غم عريانی نيست 

 تا که اين ماهوشان در بر ما مهمانند 

 نتوان گفت که مارا سر مهمانی نيست 
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8

Whoever does not value the hos-
pitality of a guest,
By God, is unaware of the customs 
of being a Muslim

۸

9
Since I became enamoured with 
the faces of the Polish,
My task toward them is none other 
than to sing their praises

۹

10 A friend said, “Do not chase after 
this crowd in vain,
For you will gain nothing but 
regret.

۱۰

11 One who practices it [chases after 
this crowd], knows a [foreign] lan-
guage or two,
Otherwise, they do not dwell, like 
you, in idle desires/sensuality/wan-
tonness (havas-rāni)

۱۱

12 If one does not know English or 
Polish,
At least they are not ignorant of 
Russian or German.”

۱۲

13 I said, “Friend, do not worry, for 
S  aʿdi says:
«It is deeds that prove true, not 
mere words!»”

43 

۱۳

43  Ibidem. See also its reprint in an abbreviated form (including 10 beyts; with beyts 5, 8, 
and 9 omitted) and a slightly altered version (primarily in the order of verses) in the anthology 
of Persian poetry: M. Hamidi Širāzi (ed.), Daryā-ye gowhar (“The Sea of Pearls”), vol. 3: Šāmel-e 
gozide-ye ašʿār-e šoʿarā va guyandegān-e moʿāser (“A Selection of Poems by Contemporary Persian 
Poets”), Tehrān 1349 (1970), pp. 470–471. The fact that this poem has also appeared in the 
anthology, among several Hālat’s poems, affirms its poetic value and may testify to its popularity. 
See also its Polish translation by Franciszek Machalski, based on the abbreviated version edited 
by Hamidi Širāzi: F. Machalski, op. cit., p. 112. Machalski commented on the poem as follows: 
“Unfortunately, the full finesse of the wit, language, and style contained in the original Persian 
cannot be adequately translated into Polish. But that is not the point here. The tendency of 

 هر که وقعی به پذيرائی مهمان ننهد 

 بخدا با خبر از رسم مسلمانی نيست

  تا شدم شيفتهٔ روی لهستانيها  

 کارم اندر حقشان غير ثناخوانی نيست 

  دوستی گفت عبث در پی اين جمع مرو

 که ترا حاصل از آن غير پشيمانی نيست 

  داندآنکه اينکاره بود يک دو زبان می

 ور نه بيخود چو تو در فکر هوسرانی نيست 

  داندآنکه اينکاره بود يک دو زبان می

 ور نه بيخود چو تو در فکر هوسرانی نيست 

  انگليسی و لهستانی اگر نيست بلد 

 دست کم بيخبر از روسی و آلمانی نيست 

  گفتم ای دوست مخور غصه که سعدی فرمود 

 به عمل کار بر آيد به سخندانی نيست! 

  گفتم ای دوست مخور غصه که سعدی فرمود 

 به عمل کار بر آيد به سخندانی نيست! 



Polish Women as “Sweet Pillagers” in Persian Poetry 143

Po
ls

ko
-p

er
sk

ie
 r

el
ac

je
 k

ul
tu

ra
ln

e /
 P

ol
is

h-
Pe

rs
ia

n 
Cu

lt
ur

al
 R

el
at

io
ns

2.3.1. Commentary

As mentioned by the author himself, the poem is composed in the monorhymed 
form of qetʿe, one of the classical Persian verses.44 It consists of 13 couplets 
(beyt) and features an epiphora (radif): nist, which enhances its poetic quality. 
The meter of its quantitative verse follows a variety of ramal (bahr-e ramal-e 
mosamman-e maxbun-e mahzuf: -v--/vv--/vv--/--), which is one of the most 
commonly used meters in Persian poetry, especially by the greatest master of 
Persian lyrics, Hāfez of Shiraz (14th century).45

1.	 The poem begins with a sincere (rāsti) declaration or confession, stat-
ing that the comeliness of Polish beauties surpasses the beauty of roses, 
which is emblematic in classical Persian poetry. This complimentary 
comparison implies that Polish women are extraordinarily beautiful.

2.	 The second distich, beyt, introduces a new kind of flowers, namely 
“Polish flowers/roses” (golhā-ye lahestāni), used metaphorically to 
refer to Polish beautiful women. Their charm captivates the attention 
of Iranian men and sows confusion, diverting them from admiring  
the beauty of the roses in the golestān (rose garden). Contemplating the 
beauty of roses seems to be the common activity of romantic Iranian 
men, endowed with a poetic soul, which of course includes the poet 
himself.

3.	 It is natural and inevitable that Iranians fall in love with Polish beau-
ties, as they are renowned for their refined taste (xoš-zo wqi). This beyt 
is also self-congratulatory, highlighting the reputation of Iranian men 
for their  aesthetic sensibility.

the above ghazal (sic!) – as Iranians call this type of poem – is completely transparent and 
understandable. Ultimately, it was a joke (...)”. See: ibidem.

44   The form of qetʿe (literally “a fragment” or “a scrap”) is a monorhymed Persian verse 
form, usually consisting of dozen or so couplets (beyts). Prosodically, it differs from the qasida or 
the lyrical form of ghazal in that its opening couplet (matla’) consists of two hemistichs (mesra’/
mesrā’) that generally do not rhyme. The qetʿe often carries a reflective, philosophical, or ethical 
tone. It can encompass various themes (Pers. sing. mazmun)  / genres (Pers. sing. nouʿ-e adabi), 
including a panegyric (madh), an invective (zamm), a request (taqāzā), a complaint (šekāyat), 
moral advice (pand-e axlāqi), a social commentary, or a verse with a historical theme. As e.g. 
Władysław Dulęba notices: “the theme of qetʿe can be almost anything; however, unlike the 
ghazal, the entire poem must focus on a single subject, rather than shifting themes with each 
beyt”. Hence, the qetʿe exhibits a higher degree of thematic consistency (ensejām  va vahdat-e 
mouzuʿ) compared to the ghazal. See: e.g. W. Dulęba, Klasyczne podstawy poetyki perskiej (“Classical 
Foundations of Persian Poetics”), Kraków 1986, p. 299; Šarifi, Qetʿe [in:] Farhang-e adabiyyāt-e 
Fārsi, op. cit., pp. 1132–1133; S. Dād, Farhang-e estelāhāt-e adabi (“A Dictionary of Literary 
Terms”), 2nd ed., Tehr ān 1375/1996–1997, p. 238.

45   F. Thiesen, A Manual of Classical Persian Prosody, Wiesbaden 1982, p. 134. Thiesen 
mentions that more than a quarter of the lyrics (ghazal) of Hāfez are composed in this metre. 
See: ibidem.
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4.	 With the fourth distich, the satirical tone becomes fully pronounced, 
and a covertly accusatory undertone begins to emerge. “This tribe” 
(in tāyefe), denoting the “tribe of Polish beauties,” is said to have eaten 
the Iranians’ bread. The verse alludes to the famine in Iran, for which 
Polish refugees were, at least in part, blamed. Yet, the poetic subject 
asserts that a true lover should not be concerned with such mundane 
matters, as the lack of bread, and should fast instead, as true lovers do. 
This line may allude to Majnun, the quintessential lover in Persian 
poetry and epics, who neither ate nor slept due to his overwhelming 
passion.46

5.	 If Polish beauties demand even the soul or life (jān) of their lovers for 
a single kiss (buse), they willingly offer it in sacrifice. A kiss in exchange 
for a soul/life may evoke a famous hyperbole (mobāleqe/qolovv/eqrāq) 
in Persian lyric poetry, namely the extravagant exchange of Samarqand 
and Bokhara for a single black mole of the beloved Turk of Shiraz in 
the famous Ghazal 3 of Hāfez.47 Yet, whereas in the ghazal of Hāfez the 
hyperbole highlights the generous offer of the lover, in Hālat’s qatʿe it 
underscores the excessive demand of the beloved. Although the beloved 
ones seem cruel in their expectations, the lyrical self, adopting a satir-
ical tone, emphasizes that every lover is willing to sacrifice his soul “at 
this [high] stage (marhale) of passion”. The term in marhale (this stage) 
presumably hints at the Sufi path (tariqat), which consists of various 
stages of gradual self-annihilation, leading to spiritual perfection and 
unity with the Divine.48

6.	 The sixth beyt is parallel to the forth one, as both of them reflect ste-
reotypes associated with the presence of Polish refugees in Iran. The 
Polish beauties, here called as botān (“idols”, i.e. “beautiful beloveds”) 
not only eat their lovers bread but also strip them bare. The stripping 
of Iranian men of their clothes is committed brutally (be jowr); hence, 
as an act of violence, it resembles the plundering actions of invading 
hordes such as the historical Scythians, Hunas (Iranian Huns), Mongols, 
and the epic Turanians, who attacked Iranian settlers from the north-
ern steppes. This image, which carries an accusatory tone, alludes to 
the deficit of clothes and textiles during the Allied occupation of Iran, 

46   See, e.g.: Nezāmi Ganje’i, Leyli-yo Majnun (“Leyla and Majnun”), eds. H.V. Dastgerdi, 
S. Hamidyān, 17th ed., Tehr ān 1396 (2017), pp. 17, 223.

47   Hāfez-e Širāzi, op. cit., p. 3.
48   The path of spiritual perfection, leading to a union with God (to whid), is a recurring 

theme not only in Persian mystical ghazal and epic but also permeates Persian classical literature 
in general, which is rich in mystical undertones. In Sufi context, the union with the Beloved 
(understood as God) requires the self-annihilation of the lover. The metaphorical image of this 
union in Persian poetry is the relation between the moth and the candle: the moth, in love with 
the candlelight, must burn itself within its flames in order to unite with it.
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with Polish immigrants being blamed for those shortages.49 Neverthe-
less, this social complaint and accusation directed at Polish women, 
who were undoubtedly fond of parading in elegant clothes in Tehran, 
is balanced by the humorous tone of the second verse, which alludes 
once again to Majnun, the obsessed lover, who is often depicted almost 
naked, wearing only a loincloth in Persian iconography.

7.	 Polish beauties are compared to a full moon (māhvašān), as their faces 
are fair, bright, radiant and round. This comparison, conventional in 
Persian classical poetry, is typically associated with Turks, who gener-
ally represent the beloved ones. The status of Polish beauties as guests 
makes Iranians, renowned for their hospitality, feel obliged to treat 
them generously (sar-e mehmāni). Yet, the second verse is not devoid 
of ambiguity (ihām), a rhetorical device that enhances its refinement 
and humorous undertones, as mehmāni also means “entertainment, 
banquet, feast”. Thus, the couplet may also mean that “as long as these 
moon-like beauties are our guests, we have entertainment and feasting 
– namely, indulgence and revelry (or even debauchery) – in mind”.

8.	 The next beyt continues the theme of hospitality, expanding on the 
primary meaning of the previous couplet. Here, the hosts are implicitly 
referred to as Muslims, as they must remember that the act of receiving 
guests (pazirāyi-ye mehmān) is an essential Islamic tradition. Indeed 
there are many verses reflecting the spirit of hospitality, generosity, and 
helping the needy, travellers and those who ask for help in the Quran, 
which are deeply intertwined with concepts of charity and kindness.50

9.	 In the ninth distich, the poetic subject refers to himself and declares 
that since he fell in love with (or became obsessed with, šifte) the faces 
of Poles (ru-ye Lahestānihā), he continues to praise them, singing enco-
miums (sanā-xāni) in their honour. This first-person enunciation can 
serve as an indication that the lyrical self is indeed a poet and, therefore, 
can be identified with Hālat himself. The poet’s declaration, however, 
should not be taken at face value, as this qetʿe is in fact a mild satire 
rather than a panegyric, and can also be read as the counterpart of 
praise (hajv/hejā/zamm). Moreover, if we identify the lyrical self with 
Hālat, then his other poem on Polish girls explicitly discourages Ira-
nian men from marrying them, and thus can hardly be interpreted as 
an encomium.

10.	 The 10th beyt is related to the previous one. In it, the enamoured poet 
quotes the counsel he received from his friend not to chase after “this 

49   The aforementioned Giedroyć’s memoir and archived documents indicate that the 
Poles’ demand for clothing was mainly met through American aid and the purchase of textiles 
by Polish authorities in Iran from India.

50   E.g. Quran 2:177; 2:215; 4:36; 17:26; 30:38; 76:8–9; 51:24–27.
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group” (in jamʿ), i.e. Polish beauties, in vain as he will not gain any-
thing but regret. Engaging in romantic pursuits after Polish women 
is hence dangerous and fruitless, and as such should be avoided. This 
admonition, offered as friendly advice, suggests that Polish women 
are in fact dark objects of desire, akin to femmes fatales – first enticing 
men, only to ultimately bring about their destruction.

11.	 Nonetheless, the next beyt seems to nuance the implied fatality of 
Polish beauties and elucidate why exactly engaging in love affairs 
with Polish women is ultimately pointless. The futility of Persian-Pol-
ish love relations lies thus in the lack of communication. Hence, any 
potential suitor, who wishes to woo Polish women, must know foreign 
languages. Otherwise, dwelling on one’s desires, lust, concupiscence, 
or wantonness (havas-rāni) is fruitless.

12.	 The readers learn from the next beyt that the primary languages for com-
munication with Poles are English and Polish, although basic knowledge 
of Russian and German may also prove useful. Interestingly, the poet 
does not mention French (farānsavi, farānse), which was the language 
of choice for the educated elite in both countries and, as indicated in 
Polish memoirs, often served as a common means of communication. 
Hence, if we reject merely prosodic issues of this omission, one may 
infer that either both sides of the courtship or at least one side (either 
the suitors or the love interests) – did not belong to the traditionally 
educated elites.

13.	 The poem concludes with the response of the lyrical self to his friend. 
As a punchline, Hālat quotes a verse from the qasida of Saʿdi of Shiraz, 
a renowned 13th-century Persian poet and moralist, who says: “Actions 
speak louder than words”.51

The rhetorical figure of quotation (tazmin) is widely used in Persian poetry to 
achieve a humorous effect.52 Therefore, the aphorism cited from a homiletic qasida 
by the famous Persian ethics teacher takes on a witty, humorous tone, suggesting 
that, in matters of love, actions are far more effective than verbal communication.

Conclusions

Although the main theme (mazmun/darunmāye) of the Hālat’s qetʿe pivots 
around the irresistible appeal of Polish beauties and the influence it exerts on 
Iranians/Iranian men (including the poetic self ), generically the poem is diverse 

51   See: Saʿdi Širāzi, Mavāʿez-e Saʿdi (“Saʿdi’s homiletics”) [in:] Kolliyāt-e Saʿdi (“Collected 
Works of Saʿdi”), ed. M.ʿA. Foruqi, Tehrān 1320 (1941), p. 11.

52   See: E.G.A. Bausani, “Hid̲̲j̲̲āʾ. II.-Persia”, Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 3, eds. 
B. Lewis, V.L. Ménage, Ch. Pellat, J. Schacht, 1st ed., Leiden 1971, p. 355–356.
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and ambiguous. Franciszek Machalski refers to it as a “joke” and notes that the 
full finesse of its wit cannot be rendered in translation.53 Indeed, its literary 
refinement lies not only in its intertextual playfulness but also in its incorpo-
ration of elements from a panegyric ode (s anā’/madh/setāyeš), a lament (nāle/
šekāyat), a lyric (qazal), and a humoresque (tanz-e latif) or satire (tanz), which, 
to some extent, may be interpreted as a subtle or mild form of pasquinade (hejā’/
hajv/zamm).54 The refined strategy of veiling a critical perspective within the 
guise of encomium has a long-standing presence in Persian poetry and attests 
to the poetical prowess of its author.

If we read Hālat’s verse through a lyrical lens, the “beloved” (ma’šuq/dust/
yār) is presented here in the plural form as xubān-e Lahestāni (the Polish beau-
ties), metonymically as ru-ye Lahestānihā (faces of the Poles), metaphorically 
as golhā-ye Lahestāni (Polish flowers/roses), botān (lit. “idols”, i.e. beautiful 
beloveds), māhvašān (moonlike [beauties]/[beautiful] like a moon), and col-
lectively as jam’ (a group) or tāyefe (a tribe). Bearing in mind that the Persian 
language has no grammatical gender and that the beloved, apart from their 
extreme beauty (xubi), lacks any particular physical features or attributes, the 
poem allows for ambiguity regarding the beloved’s sex. This vagueness is fur-
ther enhanced by the fact that, in general, classical Persian lyric poetry, though 
inherently ambiguous, is implicitly homoerotic and conventionally addresses an 
adolescent Turkish boy.55 Consequently, by analogy, Hālat’s poem could also 

53   F. Machalski, op. cit., p. 112.
54   Johannes Thomas Pieter (Hans) de Bruijn generally defines hajv, and its synonym, 

hejā, as “two of the many terms which denote types of humorous writing or light verse in 
Persian (…)” and roughly synonymous with English “satire”. For further specifications of the 
terms, see: J.T.P. de Bruijn, Hajw [in:] Encyclopaedia Iranica, Vol. XI, Fac. 6, pp. 568–570, 
online version: https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/hajw/ (access: 1.12.2024). See also the 
definition by Mohammad Šarifi of hajv or hejā as a poem in which a poet “criticizes or condemns 
(nekuheš kardan) somebody or something using literary/civilised language (be zabān-e adab) 
and enumerates somebody’s or something’s real or attributed faults (zeštihā)”. See: M. Šarifi, 
Hajv [in:] Farhang-e adabiyyāt-e Fārsi, op. cit., p. 1481. Yet, originally, the term hiḏj̱̱ āʾ in Arabic 
poetry carried a stronger connotation, rooted in the belief in the magical power of words. It 
denoted a curse, an invective diatribe, or an insulting poem in verse, capable of harming or 
damaging the opponent’s reputation. This potent curse or invective was hurled against some 
person or tribe. See: T.P. de Bruijn, op. cit., p. 568; Ch. Pellat, “Hid̲̲j̲̲āʾ” [in:] Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, op. cit., p. 352–355, see also: E.G.A. Bausani, op. cit., p. 355 (–356). The term zamm 
refers to criticism or condemnation (nekuheš) in Persian poetry and all three terms – hajv, hejā, 
and zamm – serve as the opposite of encomium (madh), yet whereas the terms hajv and hejā’ 
can be conceived as genres (nowʿ-e adabi / pl. anvāʿ-e adabi) in Persian poetics, the term zamm 
is defined as a “theme, subject” (mazmun/darunmāye). See: M. Šarifi, Zamm [in:] Farhang-e 
adabiyyāt-e Fārsi, op. cit., p. 667.

55   Yet, in mystical Persian ghazal, this earthly addressee is merely a metaphor for the Divine 
– the true beloved of the lyrical self. Polysemy, in general, is an advantage of poetic expression, 
and Persian poets delight in playing with it.
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refer to Polish boys.56 Nonetheless, the gender ambivalence of “Polish beauties” 
is resolved through paratextual means – namely, the author’s introduction to 
the poem, in which he explicitly states that the poem is about Polish women. 
In this context, an Iranian or Iranians – implicitly Iranian men – referred to in 
the poem as del-e Irāni (the heart of an Iranian / Iranian heart), mā (we)57, 
and the poetic self, are madly (like Majnun) in love with them and doomed to 
suffer. Their love for Polish beauties mirrors a Sufi path of self-annihilation, 
wherein they must surrender their earthly needs to the beloved, striving for 
unity with them.

In the rhetoric strategy of humoresque or mild satire, built on the trope of 
antithesis, and imbued with intertextual allusions to classical literature, Iranian 
men are portrayed as vulnerable victims of Polish women, who are depicted as 
sweet, yet violent pillagers. This humorous lament on the fate of poor Iranian 
men “invaded” by rapacious Polish beauties draws upon stereotypes of gender 
(woman as seducer, man as her victim), ethnicity (outsiders as invaders) and 
culture (Iranian/Muslim imperative of hospitality), as well as Persian poetic 
tradition. Indeed, Hālat’s key poetic strategy of depicting the beloved as both 
an alluring and plundering horde, echoes the conventional poetic image of šahr-
āšub – a disturber/disturbers sowing confusion in the hearts of city dwellers58 
and resonates with the lyrical motif of cultural outsiders, Gypsy (Luli) girls, 
a tribe of wanderers, who are both beautiful and poor, audacious and defence-
less, seductive and immoral, coquettish and amusing robbers, who lead their 
lovers to decline and bankruptcy.59 This image is epitomised in the famous 
Ghazal 3 of Hāfez, wherein the lyrical subject laments:

56   For the motif of Polish boys as the object of Iranian men’s desire, see: A. Czcibor- 
-Piotrowski, Cud w Esfahanie (“A Miracle in Esfahan”), Warszawa 2001; M. Giedroyć, op. cit., 
p. 130.

57   The Persian pronoun mā (literally “we”) can also function as pluralis modestiae, designating 
the first-person singular (“I”). However, in the context of the poem – particularly in beyt 4 and 
beyt 6 – it represents Iranian men in general, and serves as a counterpart to the beloved, who is 
consistently referred to in the plural throughout the poem.

58   Šahr-āšub – “a disturber of (the tranquillity of ) the city, a mistress; poetical praise or 
disparagement of the people of a town”, see: J. Steingass, A Comprehensive Persian-English dictionary, 
including the Arabic words and phrases to be met with in Persian literature, London 1892, p. 769. 
Available also online: https://archive.org/details/AComprehensivePersian-EnglishDictionary-
FrancisJosephSteingass (access: 10.12.2024). Although the classical poetic epithet šahr-āšub is not 
used directly by Hālat in his poem, the imagery associated with it resonates in the depiction of 
Polish women. One should also remember that in classical Persian poetry the theme of beauties 
stirring turmoil in the city, šahr-āšūb, evolved into a distinct genre – primarily homoerotic 
quatrains depicting irresistibly handsome young male apprentices. Moreover, apart from praising 
young urban craftsmen, there also existed a genre of šahr-āšūb used for the denigration of the 
people living in a particular town. See more on the genre: M. Šarifi, Šahr-āšūb [in:] Farhang-e 
adabiyyāt-e Fārsi, op. cit., pp. 917–918.

59   For more on the motif of Luliyān, see: S. Hamidyān, Šarh-e šowq (“A Commentary 
on Passion”), vol. 2, Tehr ān 1389 (2010–2011), pp. 755–758. Cf. “Luli (lolī) – Nice, delicate; 
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 چنان بردند صبر از دل که ترکان خوان يغما را    کار شهرآشوبفغان کاين لوليانِ شوخ شيرين

Alas that these vivacious (audacious, joyous, beautiful, highway-robber), beguiling, 
commotion-inspiring (city-disrupting) gypsies

have taken (stolen) patience from the heart just as the Turks (take) the public banquet.60

Verily, the ghazal on the “Turk of Shiraz” appears to serve as a significant 
intertextual reference in Hālat’s satirical poem. Reflected in its mirror, Polish 
women appear as modern avatars of the Hafezian Luliyān – coquettish pillag-
ers of devastating allure – who not only stir turmoil in men’s hearts but also 
deprive Iranians of their bread and clothing.
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