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The Polish part of the CRUSEV project may have faced another kind of 
challenge than did the other teams because of the relative dearth 
of archival material and its dissipation, as well as the absence of 
a broad study of the history of homosexuality or transgenderism in 
Poland, including in the state socialist era. The absence of such a 
study meant that the project began very much in medias res, without 
an accepted historical narrative on which to build. The absence 
of a queer archive meant that team members were responsible for 
finding the materials with which to work by following sometimes 
elusive clues and by creating their own collection, especially of 
oral history interviews. 

To exemplify, the prevailing historical narrative, which is quite 
fragmented, begins with the first criminal code in newly independent 
Poland, adopted in 1932, which did not penalize same-sex acts with 
the exception of prostitution. This narrative then skips half a 
century to early attempts at homosexual self-organizing in the 
late 1980s and the influx of gay magazines in the wake of the 1989 
transition. For example, Fiedotow begins her historical account of 
LGBTQ activism in the 1980s, as Szulc also does in his account of 
gay magazines in Poland (Fiedotow 2012, Szulc 2018). 

The dearth of archival material and its dissipation results 
directly from the lack of an institution focused specifically on 
LGBTQ history. There have been attempts to create collections of 
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queer oral history interviews, but they are quite recent and most 
of these resources are local initiatives which are not available 
to third parties. A notable exception in this respect is the 
collection of oral history interviews of the association Lambda 
Warsaw, our partner, created and deposited with the DSH Historical 
Museum in Warsaw. The status of many other collections, announced 
by local activists, remains unclear.

General-use and other specialized archival collections are not 
always helpful because most of them do not tag homosexuality. 
For example, court records do not tag homosexuality because it 
has not been a crime. The collection of newspaper clippings of 
the Polish television company, while publicly available in the 
National Archive and generally useful, and which includes a file on 
homosexuality, has few clippings that are post 1970s. The National 
Remembrance Institute, open to researchers under some conditions, 
contains materials on LGBTQ issues but they are often difficult to 
locate with their subject catalogues. 

Given these limitations, the Polish team’s research branched out in 
several directions, relying on its members’ previous expertise and 
establishing its own archive of visual and written materials, as 
well as about fifty oral history interviews. The team consisted of 
nine members, who were hired on a part-time basis or for a limited 
period. One member was a visual artist who was paid for his output.
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Agnieszka Kościańska, an ethnologist and historian of Polish 
sexology, built on her previous work by examining letters sent 
to Polish sexologists and conducting interviews with sexuality 
experts. (In the course of her engagement in the project, she 
published a book-length interview with retired sex expert Wiesław 
Sokoluk). She also examined court records. Her findings emphasize that 
Polish sexology of the 1970s adopted a progressive and humanistic 
approach, and remained in close contact with developments in the 
West by using the relatively privileged position of academics 
and of the planned parenthood association in state-socialist 
Poland. For example, they were aware of the 1973 APA decision to 
declassify homosexuality as an illness. However, experts often held 
a negatively biased view of homosexuals, especially of gay men, 
who were seen as linked to criminality, whether as victims or as 
perpetrators. This negativity is especially clear when contrasted 
with the more humane approach to transsexuality, possibly because 
successful transition could result in a heterosexual union. It 
similarly colored the reasoning of a court of law in a case 
involving a homosexual man which Kościańska examined. On the other 
hand, a prominent sexuality expert and columnist noted in the 
early 1970s that a number of his correspondents were homosexuals 
demanding recognition of their sexuality as a harmless variant. 
Kościańska wrote several chapters of her book on the history of 
sexual education in Poland (a hotly debated political topic in the 
country today because of a bill seeking to ban sexual education). 
This book was published in Polish and is soon to be issued in the 
United States (To See a Moose). 

Błażej Warkocki, a literary scholar, focused on two key literary 
figures. One is the writer Witold Gombrowicz, who died in 1969 but 
whose post-mortem reception revolved around concepts of queerness, 
and the prominent literary scholar Maria Janion, who has come 
out as a lesbian after retiring and who also played an important 
role in Gombrowicz’s queering reception. Janion edited a multi-
volume collection of literary essays, including Transgresje, which 
contains a number of translations of queer texts. Warkocki examines 
Gombrowicz’s debut and its reception in the light of queer readings, 
comparing Janion to Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in a recent book.

Still from Karol Radziszewski’s film “Afterimages”, 2018.

The visual artist Karol Radziszewski and art historian Wojciech 
Szymański collaborated closely throughout the project. They focused 
on two figures. One is the early gay activist Ryszard Kisiel, 
who has been at the center of Radziszewski’s interest for some 
time. Radziszewski and Szymański jointly curated an exhibition 
showcasing Kisiel’s photographs and his copious notes and other 
written records documenting gay life in Poland and in other CEE 
countries at the Gdańsk Municipal Gallery in the summer of 2018 
(“Krusing”). Radziszewski’s video interview with Kisiel was created 
for this show, which turned out to be one of the gallery’s best-
attended ones in recent memory. An art book on Kisiel will be 
published in the wake of the show. Radziszewski created an art 
film titled Afterimages which uses a roll of film accidentally 
documenting his life. Radziszewski and Szymański searched out his 
works from the 1970s, collected and interpreted archival materials, 
and interviewed the artist and writer Ewa Kuryluk in preparation 
for this project.

TEAM MEMBERS AND RESEARCH SUBJECTS
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Krzysztof Zabłocki, literary translator and academic teacher, met 
with queer literary personages from the 1970s and arranged for oral 
history interviews with some of them. Many of these interviews were 
counducted jointly by Zabłocki and PI Tomasz Basiuk. Zabłockis’ 
singular achievement in the project has been his rediscovery of 
Wolfgang Joehling, an East German gay man who studied in Poland 
in the 1960s and moved there permanently in the 1970s. Joehling, 
a long-retired translator and poet who has not been heard from in 
a number of years, edited and translated the first-ever anthology 
of Polish homoerotic prose, Diskrete Leidenschaften. Homosexuelle 
Prosa aus Polen, which was published in Germany in 1988. A Polish-
language collection, titled Dyskretne namiętności, which partly 
overlaps with the German one, was published in the early 1990s. 
Joehling was interviewed by Zabłocki and Basiuk, following which 
Zabłocki wrote an essay on Joehling that is due to appear in the 
post-conference volume prepared by the Humboldt University Berlin 
team.

Karolina Morawska is one of two doctoral students who joined the 
project for two years. Holding a degree in history and specialized 
in the history of sexuality, she played a key role by conducting 
archival searches at the Institute of National Remembrance, 
focusing on training materials used by the socialist state police 
(dubbed Citizens’ Militia) in their surveillance of homosexual 
men’s activities. The police, who at first hoped to compile lists of 
all known homosexuals, monitored their activities because of these 
men’s perceived links to the criminal underworld (as victims and as 
perpetrators), and later because of their attempts to form informal 
associations. The onset of HIV/AIDS in the early 1980s was an 
additional factor, with these surveillance activities transforming 
into a coordinatated campaign to intimidate, starting in 1985. 
Morawska has also examined personal ads published in a popular 
Polish weekly in the early 1980s for the language and the concept 
of self-identity they reveal. Morawska conducted several oral 
history interviews, including with a prominent retired historian 
who recently came out as a gay man.

Jędrzej Burszta, the other full-time doctoral candidate hired for 
two years, has had previous experience in conducting oral history 
interviews, which became his focus in the project. Burszta, who 
holds a degree in cultural studies, spoke to a number of gay men 
from several Polish cities to propose an ethnography of homosexual 
life in the 1970s Poland as focused around the entirely anonymous 
cruising grounds, informal institutions such public bathhouses 
that were frequented by men seeking men, and private parties. 

Magdalena Staroszczyk, a doctoral candidate in cultural studies, 
joined the project on a half-time basis for only one year. She has 
previously worked on women’s histories at the time of the post-
1989 transformation. She conducted interviews with women, focusing 
on the unintelligibility of lesbianism in the 1970s Poland, on the 
correlate chance-based character of relationships between women—
as women seeking women seemed to have no common institutions or 
groups through which to meet partners—and on her interlocutors’ 
resistance to being labeled lesbian.

The PI Tomasz Basiuk, who previously worked on gay men’s life writing 
in the US, conducted a number of interviews with gay men and a few 
with lesbian-identifying women. He held some of these interviews 
jointly with Zabłocki. Basiuk and Koscianska also interviewed a 
trans woman. Basiuk researched a collection of letters sent by 
homosexual men in Poland to an Austrian-based LGBTQ organization 
in Vienna (HOSI Wien). He proposes to read the increasingly non-
anonymous networking developed by homosexual men in Poland during 
the 1970s and the 1980s, and joined by some women in the late 1980s, 
as providing a space for a discussion of activist strategies. 
(This is especially clear with the rise of samizdat publications 
in the 1980s). The era may thus be treated as a proto-political 
moment which lay the foundation for subsequent direct attempts at 
self-organizing in the late 1980s and post-1989. Basiuk has also 
examined some literary models adopted by his interlocutors and by 
the letter writers, as they searched for paradigms of self-identity 
and self-presentation. 
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PUBLICATIONS AND PUBLIC EVENTS

The team published a special Polish-language issue of InterAlia: 
a queer studies journal titled Różowy język (Pink Tongue) on 
the languages used to describe sexual queerness. It is preparing 
an English-language book, provisionally titled Queers in State 
Socialism: Cruising 1970s Poland, and a book in Polish provisionally 
titled Obywatelstwo seksualne: archiwa I historia mówiona. Europa 
Wschodnia w perspektywie porównawczej (Sexual Citizenship: archives 
and oral histories. Eastern Europe in a Comparative Perspective). 
This latter will will contain essays and a selection of excerpts 
from transcribed oral history interviews. All three publications 
include contributions from team members and some contributions 
from guest speakers at workshops and public events organized at the 
University of Warsaw. The project hosted circa twenty such events 
between 2017 and 2019. Most were one-off talks followed by a Q&A. 
Two were longer workshops with speakers participating in panels and 
offering keynote talks (both in 2018).

Dr. Maria Debinska speaking at the CRUSEV seminar, “Diagnosing Transsexuality, 
Diagnosing Society”, 2018. 


