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“AJ.”AND THE INTRODUCTION 
OF THE BAHÁT FAITH INTO POLAND

byJanT.Jasion

O n the 26th of September, 1875, 
readers of the foremost Polish 

newspaper Gazeta Polska, found on 
the front page an article entitled 
“Babyzm” ; a social religious movement 
in Persia—a new position for women”. 
Written by “A.J.’T, the article was 
the first of a four-part series which 
occupied the entire bottom third of the 
first and second pages for four issues. 
This may have been the first time that 
a European newspaper had given such 
prominence to this new faith.

In reading the article, however, one 
discovers that this was not the first 
mention of the Báb in the Polish press. 
The author states that his article was 
written in defense of the Bábi Faith 
which he felt had been unfairly treated 
in earlier Polish publications.1 2 3 For the 
earliest-known Polish reference to the 
Bábi or BaháT Faith one must look 
further back to an article entitled 
“Present progress in the station of 
women in the Muslim East” , which 
appeared in the popular women’s maga-

1. Aleksander Jablonowski, “Babyzm: 
spoleczno-religijny ruch w Persyi. Nowe 
stanowisko kobiety”, Gazeta Polska, nos. 
222, 223, 225 and 226 (Warszawa: Sept. 26, 
27, 30 and Oct. 1, 1875)
2. As of the date of publication, these articles 
have not been located by the author.
3. Aleksander Jablonowski, “Obeczny postep 
w stanowisko kobiety na muzulmanskim 
wschodzie” Bluscz, vol. 7, Nos. 12, 13 and 15, 
(Warszawa: March 10, 17 and 31, 1871).

zine Bluscz in 1871 and was also signed 
“A.J.”3

The “A.J.” of these two articles was 
Aleksander Walerian Jablonowski (pro
nounced yaw-bwo-nov-skee), a well- 
known Polish historian, ethnographer 
and linguist. Jablonowski was born into 
a family of scholars in the Podlaski 
region of north-east Poland in 1829. 
He studied at the universities of Kijow 
and Dorpat and later at Berlin, Paris 
(Sorbonne), Vienna and London. 
Throughout his career, Jablonowski 
travelled a great deal and reported 
on his trips in numerous articles 
and publications. He travelled primarily 
in Poland and the Balkans, but made 
several trips into Russia as well, and, 
at one time, was a political exile there. 
Following this period of exile, he re
turned to Poland in 1870 and then 
undertook a trip to the Near East, 
visiting Palestine, Syria, what is now 
Iraq, Kurdistan, Egypt and Tunis. He 
was always greatly interested in the 
different peoples that he met and in 
their customs and habits. His interest 
was not so much that of a scientist, but 
of one human being who felt a close 
kinship with many people.

Jablonowski’s feelings are reflected 
in his writings, which were published in 
both popular and learned journals in 
the fields of ethnography, linguistics 
and history. His work was respected 
by many societies in Poland and he 
received an honorary doctorate from the
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university of Lwow in 1912, as well 
as an honorary membership in The 
Royal Historical Society of London 
in 1913. It was during that year, while 
on one of his numerous expeditions, 
that he died near Odessa in the 
Ukraine.4

A visit to Baghdad in 1870 provided 
the incentive and much of the material 
for Jablonowski’s two articles on the 
Bábi Faith. There he met two followers 
of the Báb and he was later to write of 
this encounter:

“I have to honestly admit that my 
astonishment knew no bounds, when 
at the Baghdád bazaar, I met genuine 
representatives of a new teaching, 
not long established in the East, 
which we ourselves could give praise 
to without shame. I came across 
facts which, as much as they humble 
the proud European, proudly swell 
our chests as people. ”5 

THE 1871 ARTICLE in Bluscz  was 
the briefer of the two and not as prom
inently positioned as that of 1875. The 
former, however, was serialized in 
three parts which appeared on the 
10th, 17th, and 31st of March. In the 
first installment, Jablonowski sharply 
criticized Asia, particularly the Near 
East, and the way women were treated 
there. The Muslim customs concerning 
the treatment of women ; the institutions 
of the harem, the practice of polygamy 
and the wearing of the veil came in for

4 Biographical material obtained from 
Wieslaw Bienkowski, “Jablonowski, Aleksander 
Walerian. . Polski Slownik Biograficzny 
vol. 10, (Wroclaw: PAN, 1964), pp. 216-218.
5. Aleksander Jablonowski, Písma Aleksandra 
Jablonowskiego, vol. 6, (Warszawa: E. Wende, 
1912), p.332
6. Ibid., p. 362
7. Ibid., p. 363

particular censure. Jablonowski was an 
advocate of the emancipation of women 
and the article began with the following 
quotation from the Báb:

“There should not be a veil between 
you and your women, even though 
she be more delicate than a leaflet 
on a young tree, for there should 
be no cause of sadness for women.”* 5 6 7 
Jablonowski then briefly reviewed 

the practices of the Christianized Arabs 
of Syria and Mosul, the Bedouins, and 
the Turks with regard to women. Almost 
the entire last half of the essay is taken 
up with the Bâb’s teachings and the 
reactions to them in Persia. The article 
outlines the early history of the Bábi/ 
BaháT movement, including the life 
and teachings of the Báb, the reaction 
of the Muslim clergy, the barbaric 
repressions of the new faith and the 
banishment of the believers to Baghdád. 
The teachings of the Báb dealing with 
the equality of men and women and the 
liberation of women from oppression 
are the subjects of a large part of the 
essay. This focus is illustrated in a quote 
embodying Jablonowski’s perspective of 
the future of women in the East:

“ ...we must observe that presently, 
in this eternal and apparently im
movable East, even in the context 
of the sanctuary of the harem, an 
important transformation has taken 
place whereby something progressive 
is occurring (with regard) to the 
position of women and that cannot 
be taken lightly. ”7
One of the Bâb’s early disciples, and 

the foremost suffragette of the East 
was a woman named Qurratu’l-'Ayn 
(also known as Zarin-Taj and more 
particularly as Táhirih). Jablonowski 
was especially interested in the role 
of Qurratu’l-‘Ayn in the women’s
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movement and he glowingly and roman
tically described her life. The following 
passage depicts the scene as she listens 
in while her father and father-in-law, 
both well-known in the field of Islamic 
jurisprudence, condemn the new religion 
which is sweeping across Írán.

“ ...Overhearing this, within the com
pletely closed-in harem, was a young 
woman of charming beauty and of 
an education uncommon in the 
East—a highly esteemed poetess of 
courageous intellect. This was, of 
course, Zerryn (Zarin-Taj). Interested 
in this intrigue, she hesitates, listens 
attentively, and recognizes the name 
of the unusual youth (the Báb), 
together with His main teachings. 
The very idea of the independent 
station of women excites, enraptures, 
and delights her. The removal of 
the disgraceful bondage of the harem 
is, for her, neither a horror nor 
scandalous as the older people claim; 
rather, it is a knowledge revealed 
from heaven. While condemned by 
her elders, Mirza ‘Ali Muhammed 
(the Báb) is not an imposter to her, 
but the inspired Prophet of the Lord 
and the Revealer of His commands. 
Having therefore recognized Him, 
she began to correspond with 
Him...”8 9 10

Near the end of the article Jablonowski 
wrote an eulogy for Qurratu’l-’Ayn: 

“She is one of those few who belong 
to that chosen company, which 
stands proudly and adorns the 
human race; to those few women 
who, after centuries (have passed), 
will (still) radiate in the world and 
in the history of ideals. We will

8. Ibid., p.373-374
9. Ibid., p. 375-376
10. Ibid., p. 370

keep her name in the memories of 
our hearts because she, with her 
beautiful life and martyr’s death, 
redeemed, in her own self, the 
whole of her sex from Eastern 
bondage and raised up and brought 
recognition to Asian women.(Our) 
reverence is due her.”9 
Jablonowski was smitten by the 

'lofty ideal of the station of women in 
the Bâb’s teachings but, ironically, it 
may have been the brightness of such 
singular teachings that made it difficult 
for him to focus, in 1871, on the broad 
vision implicit within the Revelation 
of the Báb. While Jablonowski readily 
perceived that the ideals of the Bábi 
Faith were an improvement on current 
Islamic thought, his then relatively 
vague conceptualization of the spiritual, 
as distinguished from the social, teachings 
of the Báb is reflected in another quote 
from his article in Bluscz :

“His (the Bâb’s) teaching did not 
actually present anything original. 
It was, of a certainty, an outpouring 

#known for ages from Eastern mys
ticism and pantheism, and animated 
by the messianic idea. But his 
ethical teachings could decimate 
Islam. They are a source of life, 
and worthy of exaltation.”1°

IN HIS 1875 ARTICLE - “Babyzm”-  
in Gazeta Polska, Jablonowski dealt 
more deeply, and at greater length 
than in his earlier piece, with the history 
and, in particular, with the teachings of 
the Bábi Faith. Of the four parts, the 
first is concerned almost entirely with a 
summary of the religious history of 
Persia. The Iranian racial affiliation 
with Europeans is mentioned and it 
is argued that Islám is a foreign element 
which never really permeated the depths 
of Persian culture. Jablonowski next 
provided some detail about the back-
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ground of the Báb and expounded 
upon His spiritual teachings. The article 
continues with a thorough description, 
within the limits of Jablonowski’s 
understanding, of the spiritual station 
of the Báb, as both the “...highest 
expression and the very essence of 
humanity...” as well as the humble 
precursor of “ ...Him Whom God shall 
make manifest...”.

The strong antagonism of the mullás 
(Islamic ecclesiastics) to the new religion 
is touched on several times during 
Jablonowski’s review of Bábi history. 
While concentrating on the historical 
events associated with the Báb, he 
again gave a good deal of attention to 
Qurratu’l-‘Ayn, Mullá Husayn-i-Bushrú’i 
and Quddús as central figures in the 
narrative. These leading disciples of the 
Báb were called, by the Báb, “Letters 
of the Living”—a title held by eighteen 
apostles in all. Jablonowski described 
their exploits in carrying the message 
of the Báb to all corners of Persia; 
the reactions of the people, the clergy 
and the rulers to these new teachings; 
the heroic defense, by the Bábís, of the 
fort of Shaykh Tabarsi and their redoubt 
at Zanján; and the massacre and perse
cutions of many of those who believed 
in the Báb. The reader is taken through 
the forced exile of some of these believers 
to Baghdád and on to Adrianople in 
Turkey.

An expanded appreciation of the 
Báb and His station may account for 
some of the extended coverage given the 
Báb in Jablonowski’s later article. 
Here is the author’s description of the 
Báb as it was relayed to him :

11. Ibid., p. 341
12. Ibid., p .342
13. Ibid., p. 344
14. Ibid., p. 343

“...He was a young man, who united 
in Himself, all the characteristics 
necessary for limitless intellectual 
authority; an outer beauty, speech 
sweet manners, strong character, 
an enthusiastic spirit balanced by 
wisdom and a knowledge that even 
amazed the learned.”11 
The station of the Báb is presented 

as the reality of One Who claims to 
be “...the mystical ‘gate’, which leads 
to the true faith and accords admittance 
to the recognition of God—a gate of 
truth and salvation...” 12 13

The Báb is viewed as part of a 
mystical chain.

“The chain stands for the Prophets. 
Unrest follows the Revelation 
brought by them. They are the 
“breath of God”—His living words. 
Each one of them is an illustration 
of the Divine Thought in the degree 
and form appropriate to the current 
society. The idea of one higher than 
another cannot exist among them 
because they all, on the same occa
sion, undertake one task; that of 
illustrating one everlasting thought. 
In this mystical chain Moses 
prepared the way for Christ, and 
He for Mohammed, whereas 
Mohammed and the apostles who 
came after Him, the twelve Imáms 
of Persia, prepared for the new 
Revelator.”11 

Jablonowski recorded that the Báb: 
“ ...speaks o f God, the C reator 
because creation for Him is a 
synonym of life. God, according 
to Him, is the well-spring of life, 
which pours forth without limitation 
from His bosom...”14 

The ethical teachings of the Báb are also 
examined:

“The moral system of the Báb 
depends on the following laws:
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love for others and consideration 
for yourself. The main focus of love 
is good deeds; (such action) is 
commanded as an unavoidable duty. 
All gifts to beggars are forbidden, 
however, because begging is a sin. 
According to the Prophet’s (the 
Bab’s) thinking, a society organized 
through His Spirit would be able 
to eliminate poverty and deal fairly 
with all misfortune. Hospitality is 
not a lesser duty than good deeds. It 
should be practised at least once a 
week for the benefit of a poor 
person or a stranger, even if a glass 
of water is all that can be offered. 
The rich should invite numerous 
guests to their table, according to 
their means.”15 

Jablonowski seems to have had little 
sympathy for the opposing ecclesiastics. 
He thought that:

“...He (the Báb), like other great 
reformers, announced a hard-fought 
war with clerics—the mullás—fighting 
them everywhere, even in the temple 
depths, by demonstrating contradic
tions between their actions and the 
teachings of Islám. Of course the 
mullás did not remain silent, and the 
most talented among them rose up 
against Him, but in these public 
battles the victory always went to 
the reformer.”16

15. Ibid., p. 357-3,58
16. Ibid., p. 342
17. Ibid., p. 361
18. Comte de Gobineau, Les religions et 
les philosophies dans l'Asie centrale (Paris: 
1865).

Adolphe Franck, Philosophie et religion 
(Paris: 1867), chapter entitled “Une nouvelle 
religion en Perse. Les bâbys”

Albert Dumont, “ Souvenirs de la Roumélie. 
II. Adrianople”, Revue des deux Mondes, vol. 
98, 1871), pp. 834-835.

With  in sig h t  into the impact of the 
Bâb’s teachings on the rest of the world, 
Jablonowski concluded that:

“Europe cannot but greet with 
recognition this independent society, 
around which revolve the highest 
themes of civilization. Any society, 
even the most degenerate, will be 
reborn as soon as it recognizes, 
in the real as well as the ideal world, 
the place righ tly  belonging to 
women.”17
It is only in this article, “Babyzm”, 

as published in Gazeta Polska in 1875, 
that Jablonowski mentions the sources 
of his information. These are the Persian 
Bábís he met in Baghdád and the 
writings of Gobineau, Franck and 
Dumont.18 In Russia (whose empire 
incorporated Poland at that time), 
studies on the Báb and the early history 
of the Bábí/BaháT movement had 
already begun. The first book in Russian 
on the subject, written by Mirzá Kázim 
Bek, had appeared in 1865 (with a 
French translation in 1866) and articles 
hac^also been published by B. Dorn in 
St.*Petersburg in 1865 and 1866. Yet 
Jablonowski, perhaps unaware of or 
distrusting these, turned to French 
sources for his information. It is un
certain whom Jablonowski met in 
Baghdád in 1870. Apparently they 
did not mention the name Bahá‘u ’lláh 
(the Founder of the BaháT Faith) to 
him. Bahá‘u ’lláh, who was then being 
detained in the Holy Land by Ottoman 
authorities, had declared Himself as 
“He Whom God shall make manifest” 
in that very city of Baghdád in 1863, 
in acknowledged fulfilment of the Bâb’s 
prophecies concerning the Promised One 
for all mankind. It is doubtful that 
Jablonowski’s informers were followers 
of Subhi-i-Azal (Bahá‘u ’lláh’s half- 
brother) because the passing reference
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to the latter is restricted to the Baghdád 
period of exile. It is possible that the 
informants were, in fact, not Bábís but 
Bahà’is who, because of the persecution 
under which they lived, were reluctant 
to go into any detail about the current 
situation of the Bahà’i Faith.

The 1844 declaration of the Báb 
is mentioned in both of Jablonowski’s 
articles. In both, the association of the 
nearly simultaneous European revol
tionary movements of 1848 with the 
inauguration of the Bâb’s Revelation 
implies a spiritual kinship between 
these two great upheavals. 19 Perhaps 
Jablonowski felt that the spirit of 
the times transcended those differences 
dependent on place and culture and 
motivated all peoples imbued with a 
consciousness of the age toward a new 
point of common action.

Jablonowski’s perspectives of the 
Báb and His Faith were of sufficient 
public and scholarly interest to warrant

19. Aleksander Jablonowski, Pisma..., vol. 6, 
pp. 340-341 and 370.
20. See note 5.
21. Wielka Encyklopedya Powszechna 
Ilustrowana, (Warszawa: S. Sikorskiego, 1891), 
article “Bab”, vol. 6, pp. 622-624; article 
“Babis'ci”, vol. 7, pp. 650-651.
22. Encyklopedyja Powszechna S. Orgelbranda 
(Warszawa, 1883), article “Babiáci”, vol. 1, 
pp. 419-420.

Podreczna Encyklopedya Powszechna 
(Warszawa, 1894), article “Babis'ci”, vol. 1,
p. 281.

S. Orgelbranda Encyklopedja Powszechna 
(Warszawa, 1898), article “Babis'ci”, vol. 2, 
pp. 13-14.
23. Marya Ratuld-Rukowska, Podroz polki
do Persyi, (Warszawa: Aleksandra Tod.
Jezierskiego, 1904, part II), article “Sekty: 
babtéci”, pp. 34-36.
24. Martha L. Root, “The Baha’i Movement; 
the greatness of its power”, Baha'i World 
vol. 5 (1932-34), (New York: Bahà’i Publishing 
Committee, 1936), pp. 563-569.

reprinting. Both the article in Bluscz 
as well as the article published in Gazeta 
Polska were reproduced in the sixth 
volume, The Muslim East, (title trans
lated) of Jablonowski’s collected writings 
published in Warsaw in 1912. 19 20 Beside 
these two articles on the Faith of the 
Báb, Jablonowski also contributed 
a rtic les fo r The Great Universal 
Illustrated Encyclopedia in 1891. 21 

These articles were not the only 
turn - of - the - century Polish - language
sources of information on the Báb and 
the early history of the Bábí/Bahá’í 
movement. At least three other encyclo
pedias published similar articles during 
this time.22 There were others, too, 
like Jablonowski, who travelled to the 
Near East and made reference to the new 
faith in their commentaries. These include 
Marya R atu ld-R akow ska and Jó ze f 
Kruszynski. The former accompanied 
her husband on a trip to Írán and the 
result was a book published in 1904 
under the title A trip by a Polish lady 
to Persia (title translated)2*, in which 
the Bábís and their teachings are briefly 
but sympathetically mentioned. Józef 
Krusynski, a Roman Catholic priest, 
who later became the president of the 
Catholic University of Lublin, visited 
‘AbduTBahá in 1914 while in the 
Holy Land. In that same year he wrote 
an article about his visit in the newspaper 
Slowa Kujawskie, published in the 
small provincial town of Wloclawek. 
In a recorded interview with an 
American writer in 1932, he commented 
relatively favourably on ‘Abdu’l-Bahà 
and the Bahà’i Faith.24 1915 had seen 
the publication of the first Polish- 
language book on the Bahà’i Faith. It 
was ‘Abdu’l-Bahà’s Paris Talks translated 
from German and published by the 
Silesian Spiritualist Society under the 
title of The Gospel o f  Love and Peace
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for our Times (title translated).^
T h e  p i o n e e r  c o n t r i b u t i o n  of 
Jab lonow sk i, how ever, in bringing 
the story of the Báb and the early 
history of the BaháT Revelation to 
the attention of the Polish public, 
cannot be underestimated. Considering

25. Abdul Baha Abbas, Ewangelia pokojů
i milosci dla czasow naszych. Z angielskiego 
na niemieckie przelozyl Wilhelm Herrigel. 
Zhiemieckiego na polskie Zwiazek Slaskich 
spirytystow. (Laki: Zwiazku Slaskich
Spirytystow, 1915).
26. One error, repeated in both articles, that 
should not be overlooked, is the story about 
the martyrdom of Qurratu’l-'Ayn. Jablonowski 
stated that she was burned at the stake. See 
his Pisma..., vol. 6, pp. 354 and 375. However, 
according to an eyewitness account, she was 
strangled and her body placed in a well. See 
Nabil-i-A‘zam, The D aw n-B reakers; Nabil’s 
Narrative o f  the Early Days o f the Baha’i 
Revelation, (Wilmette, Illinois: Baha’i Publishing 
Trust, 1962), pp. 626-627.

the information and the material that he 
had to work from, his articles are the 
more remarkable. While there are errors 
in the narration of Bábi history, these 
are completely overshadowed by the 
surprising degree of accuracy with which 
he seems to have ultimately grasped the 
main thrust of the spiritual and moral 
teachings of the Báb.25 26 It is important 
to note that Jablonowski, already a well- 
known and highly respected scholar, 
placed the information that he had 
about the Faith of the Báb, along with 
his own personal appreciations, not just 
before a select group of scholars, but 
before the general public. He was not 
only one of the first, if not the first, 
to write about the Báb in Poland and in 
Polish, but he was the author of the 
earliest-known article of significant 
length to introduce Bábí/BaháT history 
on the front pages of any European daily 
newspaper.

Note: The system of transliteration from 
Polish is the author’s choice.


