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We first came across Molla Nasreddin several years ago on a cold winter day in  
a second-hand bookstore near Maiden Tower in Baku. It was bibliophilia at first 
sight. Its size and weight, not to mention print quality and bright colour, stood out 
suspiciously amongst the more meek and dusty variations of Soviet brown in old 
man Elman’s place. We stared at Molla Nasreddin and it, like an improbable beauty, 
winked back at us. 
 Published between 1906 and 1930, Molla Nasreddin was a satirical Azeri 
periodical edited by Jalil Mammadguluzadeh (1866-1932), and named after the 
legendary Sufi wise man-cum-fool of the Middle Ages1. With an acerbic sense of 
humour and compelling, realist illustrations reminiscent of a Caucasian Honoré 
Daumier or Toulouse Lautrec, Molla Nasreddin attacked the hypocrisy of the 
Muslim clergy, the colonial policies of the US and European nations towards 
the rest of the world and the venal corruption of the local elite, while arguing 
repeatedly and convincingly for Westernisation, educational reform and equal 
rights for women. The magazine was an instant success – selling half its initial 
print run of 1000 on its first day – and within months would reach a record-
breaking circulation of approximately 5000 on its way to becoming the most 
influential and perhaps first publication of its kind to be read across the Muslim 
world, from Morocco to India.2 
 Molla Nasreddin managed to do in a pre-capitalist world what today’s 
media titans, in an uncertain, post-capitalist world, can only dream of: speak to 
the intelligentsia as well as the masses.3 Roughly half of each eight-page issue 
featured illustrations , which made the weekly accessible to large portions of the 
population who were illiterate. Tales and anecdotes of Nasreddin, the figure after 
whom the periodical derives its name, are told repeatedly throughout Eurasia. 
His reassuring character, in characteristic robe and slippers, appears on several of 
the weekly’s covers, gesturing towards the main narrative of the illustration, with 
a wry smile, reminiscent of a proto-game show host or weather man. Perhaps, 
more importantly, the decision to publish in Azeri Turkish and not Russian as 
was protocol proved to be a coup: increasing the reach of the magazine beyond 
the urban contexts of the Russian Empire (Tbilisi, Baku) into smaller towns and 
provinces across the region.  

 abouT azErbaijaN

In the two and a half decades that transpired between the first and last issue of  
Molla Nasreddin, the country at the heart of the magazine’s polemics and caricatures 
– Azerbaijan – changed hands and names three or four times, depending on one’s 
reading of history. Boasting a long eastern border on the Caspian Sea, situated in 
the southern Caucasus mountains, Azerbaijan sits squarely on the fault-line of 
Eastern Europe and Western Asia, with a population of some 9 million. Before 
1991, however, Azerbaijan existed as an independent nation for a mere 23 months, 
club-sandwiched by a troika of Turks to its west, Iranians to its south and Russia to 
its north. Under Russian rule since the 19th century, Azerbaijan suffered much of the 
instability of its northern neighbour in the early 20th century – the 1905 Revolution, 
World War I, the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 – but also the short lived Azerbaijan 
Democratic Republic of 1918-1920 as well as the Bolshevik invasion of Baku in 
1921. This period of furious upheaval in the Caucasus resulted, as it did throughout 
the Russian Empire, in an equally frenzied creative intensity, especially in regards to 
the printed word. 
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 1.
Nasreddin is a satirical 
populist philosopher-cum-
fool who purportedly lived 
during the 13th century in 
the Ottoman Empire.  
A version of the Sufi figure 
can be found from the 
Balkans to China. He is often 
preceded by the title ‘Molla’ 
or ‘Hodja’.

 2. 
To put these figures 
in perspective, the top 
papers in circulation today 
in Azerbaijan have an 
approximate print run of 
25,000 for a population of  
9 million. During the time of 
MN’s publication, Azerbaijan 
had a population of roughly 
2.5 million, of which it is 
safe to say that a very small 
percentage was literate. 

 3.
Omar Faeq Namanzadeh,  
one of the contributing 
editors of the weekly, said 
with exemplary Caucasian 
pathos: ‘When the struggling 
masses read the publication, 
it was as if thorns were 
removed from their hearts…
The reason for this large 
impact was mostly due to fact 
that the authors of the texts 
and drawings understood 
the pain in their hearts, the 
sound of blood flowing 
from their wounds, the 
wailing of their hearts and 
dreams.’ Aziz Mirahmedov, 
ed., (Baku: Molla Nəsrəddin 
(Baku: Azərbaycan Dövlət 
Nəşriyyatı, 1996).
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The subject matter of Molla Nasreddin remains as relevant today as the conditions 
and context surrounding the publication. Debates about press freedoms continue 
to grip the world and the former Soviet sphere has a particularly embarrassing 
record of protecting the people who cover the news. MN was not an underground 
publication or ‘samizdat’ but an official magazine, published with the license and 
approval of the Russian authorities. To publish such stridently anti-clerical material, 
in a Muslim country, in the early 20th century, was done at no small risk to the 
editorial team. Members of MN were often harassed, their offices attacked, and on 
more than one occasion, Mammadguluzadeh had to seek asylum from protestors 
incensed by the contents of the magazine. A century later, with Salman Rushdie’s 
Satanic Verses or the Danish cartoons of the Prophet, we have ample evidence of the 
dangers inherent to demonstrating the limits to freedom of speech and the collateral 
damage, both individual and societal, that results from it. Notwithstanding its 
squarely leftist leanings, Molla Nasreddin embodies, one could say, today’s somewhat 
tired capitalist mantra that competition is good for business: satirical publications 
in the Muslim world abounded both before and after the weekly’s appearance on 
the scene, especially following the Tsar’s decree of 17 October 1905 which allowed 
more press freedoms.4 Of note were the pan-Turkic Füyüzat, the Persian-language 
Haqayeq, or the pro-Ottoman Tazə Hayat, financed by philanthropist Zeynalabdin 
Taghiyev who appears in several caricatures of this volume. But none were 
comparable either in influence, circulation or geographic reach to Molla Nasreddin. 
 Even though the publication acted as a rallying cry of sorts for the nascent 
Azeri nation, Molla Nasreddin’s non-conformism and independence were to some 
degree a result of the city where it was first published: Tbilisi, the present day 
capital of neighbouring Georgia. When Mammadguluzadeh received an official 
permit to publish the weekly, Tbilisi was the capital of Transcaucasia, a region 
whose beautifully contrived name belies its contemporary viability. Comprising 
present day Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, Transcaucasia was a hotbed of 
liberalism: from all stripes of socialists to young aristocrats à la Decembrists 
sympathetic to their cause, narodniks, and followers of different sects. Throughout 
the 19th century, writers, activists, and other individuals deemed a threat to the 
Empire were exiled to the Caucasus, which became known as the ‘warm Siberia’. 
As the most cosmopolitan city of the region, Tbilisi was thoroughly polyglot, with 
a significant Muslim population which looked spiritually to Iran, linguistically to 
Turkey and politically to Moscow. The tumult following the Russian Revolution 
forced Molla Nasreddin to shut its doors temporarily: after the first eleven years in 
Tbilisi (1906-1917),  Mammadguluzadeh moved the magazine’s editorial teams 
and print house to Tabriz in northern Iran for a year in 1921 before settling down 
in Baku (1922-1931). 

 ‘if MaMMadGuluzadEh was ThE braiN of  
ThE PubliCaTioN, sabir was ThE hEarT aNd soul.’ 5

Molla Nasreddin brought together a dream-team of local luminaries. A tireless 
champion of secular Western values, Mammadguluzadeh was joined by Mirza 
Alekper Sabir (1862-1911), a satirist and poet who worked under the charming 
pseudonym ‘Hop Hop’, the illustrator Oskar Ivanovich Schmerling (1863-1938) 
who was Director of Tbilisi’s School of Drawing and Sculpture along with his 
colleagues Josef Rotter and Azim Azimzadeh whose caricatures made Molla 
Nasreddin a cult favourite. Ethnic Germans not very familiar with the customs 

 4.
Alexandre Bennigsen, ‘Molla 
Nasreddin et la presse 
satirique musulmane de 
Russie avant 1917,’ Cahiers du 
monde russe et soviétique, 3:3 
(1962).

 5.  
Mirahmedov, op cit.
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and mores of the local populations, Schmerling and Rotter undertook extensive 
research trips around the Caucasus and northern Iran to better understand the 
region and its people. 
 Along with Mammadguluzadeh, a leading figure of Azeri realism, Mirza 
Alakbar Sabir published his most important work in the pages of Molla Nasreddin. 
His sharp tongue and prolific output brought him popularity far beyond anyone 
else involved in the weekly. From memos to essays, announcements to poems, 
Sabir’s contribution to the periodical was so great that a whole school of Molla 
Nasreddinists debate who was the real editor-in-chief or visionary of the weekly.6

 Exceptional talent is a double-edged sword when it speaks truth to power, as 
in Sabir’s case, and the conservative establishment reminded him of this maxim 
until his deathbed. Born Alakbar Zeynalabdin oglu Tahirzadeh, Sabir itself was 
a nickname (meaning ‘patience’) as were some 50 odd pseudonyms (Hop-Hop, 
Mirat, Fasil) he used to protect his identity. Dogged by a life of poverty, Sabir was 
a wordsmith to the very end. Even his dying quip was full of gallows humour:  
‘I laid my flesh down for my people. But if God would give me more time, I would 
lay my bones down too’.7

 The diversity and agility of the editorial team was naturally reflected within 
the pages of the weekly itself. Apart from an illustration always donning the 
cover, content ranged from dialogues to jokes, feuilletons over several issues, 
verse, humorous telegrams, anecdotes, official as well as satirical announcements 
(classifieds) and a rather conceptual dictionary section where heavy-handed 
terms and concepts (usually in Arabic and from the Qur’an) were re-defined 
according to lighter, more colloquial use. To paraphrase Georges Bataille, the 
founder of the avant-garde surrealist review Documents published around the 
same time, words were not defined according to their meaning, but their job or 
mission.8

 aN uNliKEly sourCE of fEMiNisM

Of the recurring themes in Molla Nasreddin, two in particular set the weekly apart 
from the number of satirical publications of the early 20th century: the advocation 
of women’s rights and the Azeri elite’s snobbery vis-à-vis its own culture. Women’s 
rights often act as a prism through which most other issues are addressed. Several 
illustrations stress the need for women’s education and point to Armenian literacy 
and modern educational system as the example to follow, a particularly potent 
counterpoint given the historic enmity between the Azeris and Armenians, who 
represented the most visible Christian population. Much like the advocation 
of women’s rights, the use of Armenian examples allowed the weekly to further 
criticise the hypocrisy and fanaticism of the Muslim clerics and the traditional 
machismo of Caucasian societies.
 In its fight for equal rights for women, MN rails against the oppressive effects 
of polygamy, pokes fun at parents’ preference for a son over a daughter and 
exposes the double standard of Azeri men towards Azeri women. Azeri Muslims 
who insist on piety for their female counterparts have no issue frolicking with 
European women when travelling. One cover illustration even depicts men 
drafting a letter to the local governor requesting for a public brothel.  Molla 
Nasreddin’s proto-feminism takes place against a rather unexpected backdrop of 
similar initiatives in Azerbaijan and the greater region. Along with Crimean Tatar 
Ismail Gasprinsky (1851 – 1914) and his journal Tercüman, Mammadguluzadeh 

 6.
Evan Siegel discusses the 
eulogies heaped on Sabir in 
his ‘Molla Nasr od-Din and 
the Iranian Constitutionalist 
Press’: ‘Recalling Napoleon 
Bonaparte’s famous 
declaration to Chateaubriand, 
that one of his writings had 
done more than an army, 
he added, “I say that Saber 
Effendi’s works, too, have 
done more than an army 
during these five years of 
Iran’s constitutionalism.”’
 7.  
In a rather disheartening 
coda to Sabir and 
Mammadguluzadeh’s 
relationship, when the Soviet 
authorities decided to erect 
a monument to Sabir in 
Baku, they did not invite 
Mammadguluzadeh to its 
unveiling, because he had 
fallen out of favour with the 
authorities towards the end 
of MN’s run. Timur Kerimli, 
ed., Molla Nəsrəddin, (Baku: 
Çinar-Çap Nəşriyyatı, 2006).
 8.
Molla Nasreddin’s dictionary 
acts almost as the inverse 
of Documents’: if 
Mammadguluzadeh wanted 
to highlight the popular and 
common appropriation of 
lofty terms, Bataille sought 
the reverse: the affective, 
anthropological, if not 
esoteric meaning embedded 
within everyday words such 
as ‘spit’ or ‘riding coat’.
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and Molla Nasreddin were key figures in the Jadid (meaning ‘new’ in Arabic) 
movement: Muslim reformers in late 19th century Russia whose progressive 
educational reforms ranged from the tactical (introduction of benches, desks, 
maps into classrooms) to the more strategic (opening of girls’ schools, new 
textbooks). These reforms culminated in the brief but euphoric respite of 
Azerbaijan’s short stint of independence – as the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic 
in 1918-1920 – when suffrage was extended to women for the first time in any 
Muslim nation. To this day, Azeris take pride in granting women the right to vote 
well before such countries as the US (1920) or UK (1928).

 drafTiNG aN azEri idENTiTy

If today, from the perch of the early 21st century, nationalism has a reactionary 
ring, implying certain excesses (in the Azeri case, for example, that of anti-
Armenian sentiment), a century ago it allowed certain countries with uncertain 
pasts and even less certain futures to carve out a national identity thus far ignored, 
suppressed or simply forgotten. Azerbaijan’s precarious geopolitical stature was 
not for wont of such nationalists, the most prominent being perhaps Mammad 
Emin Resulzade (1884-1955), the scholar and political leader of the short-lived 
Azerbaijan Republic. To be clear, the ultimate objective was Azeri independence; 
but as Molla Nasreddin demonstrates, one must learn to crawl before learning to 
walk. In this particular case: the assessment and appreciation of Azeri culture in 
its own right and on equal footing with the cultures of the far larger nation-states 
surrounding it (Russia, Iran, Turkey). 
 Illustrations, announcements and mock telegrams parody the European 
clothes that the Azeri elite wear, often taking aim at the self-styled intellectuals 
who went to great lengths to differentiate themselves from their more common 
compatriots.  Whether they lived in Moscow, Tbilisi or Baku, the Azeri elite read, 
wrote and spoke amongst themselves in Russian. Russian was considered literary, 
elegant and edifying whereas Azeri (called Turk) was understood as vulgar and 
unbecoming of an educated individual. If self-colonisation features as one of 
MN’s many bêtes noires, the choice to publish in Azeri Turk and not Russian or 
even Istanbulli (Turkish) provided the best opportunity to slay the beast.9

Molla Nasreddin shows its non-conformist, mercilessly independent streak and 
kills two birds with one stone: advocating the need for a viable Azeri intellectual 
culture while criticising the Azeri people for not understanding this very need.

 ThE wisE fool aNd ThE alPhabET 
 ThaT fools arouNd

It was via the complete re-edition of Molla Nasreddin that we fell in love with the 
devastating tides of change which washed over the Azeri alphabet. With three 
shifts in less than 70 years – from Arabic to Latin in 1929, Latin to Cyrillic in 1939 
and Cyrllic back to Latin in 1991 – the history of the Azeri alphabet has polyglots 
around the world stumped as to whether one should blush, laugh or cry. On the 
pages of MN, one comes across all three scripts, bringing its own distinctive set of 
hurdles to the task of translation. It is one thing to find a translator for a language 
spoken by four million people, but another thing entirely for that translator to 
also know the two previous iterations or scripts of his or her own language. These 
problems, alas, pale in comparison to the tragic loss such ruptures in linguistic 

 9. 
The decision to publish in 
Azeri Turkish became the 
subject of not only intense 
interest but also rivalry be-
tween Mammadguluzadeh 
and Ali-Bey Huseinzadeh, 
editor of Hayat and Füyüzat, 
who claimed there was no 
such thing as a separate Azeri 
language. ‘The Azeri language 
is simple peoples’ language. 
The language of shepherds. 
And the language of the cra-
dle. Literary language should 
be  Istanbulli.’  Kerimli, op cit.
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continuity cause for generations of Azeris, past, present and future. The changes 
in the alphabet essentially made Azeris immigrants in their own country, both 
across generations – grandparents couldn’t read the language their grandchildren 
were taught in school – as well as vis-à-vis their own cultural legacy. After the 
1929 diktat requiring Latinisation, books in Arabic were summarily destroyed, 
resulting in the disappearance of many texts , including an important body of 
work in Islamic natural medicine. 
 Prominent intellectuals dating back to the 19th century such as Fathali 
Akhundov (1812-1878) advocated Latinising the Azeri alphabet: the standard 
Arabic script’s three vowels would not suffice to convey the nine vowels of Azeri.10 
Many, such as Molla Nasreddin, saw in the Arabic script (which arrived with the 
Islamic conquest) the seeds of the Muslim world’s lagging behind the West. 

 a lovE-haTE rElaTioNshiP wiTh iraN

Within a month of Molla Nasreddin’s launch, Jalil Mammadguluzadeh boasts 
‘more than half of our readers are Iranians. Starting from Khorassan thru Tehran, 
Esfahan, Tabriz as well as several villages. In these places there are more than 
15,000 copies of Molla Nasreddin. From these, 12,690 are yearly subscriptions. 
The others are sold in retail’. With every notable event in Iran being featured in 
some capacity in the weekly, Iran was arguably the country where the magazine 
had its largest impact. The Qajar dynasty was in steep decline as were Iran’s coffers, 
with crippling debts to foreign powers, in particular the British and Russians. 
Because of its relentless focus on the Iranian rulers’ inefficacy and corruption, 
MN’s essays and illustrations acted as a preamble of sorts to the Iranian 
Constitutional Revolution of 1906-1910 which resulted in the establishment of 
the first parliament in all of Asia. 
 During its most prolific period, from 1906 to 1917 when it was based in 
Tbilisi, MN’s base outside Persia provided a unique amnesty, no matter how 
chaotic or numerous the pressures domestically, from the scrutiny and potential 
censure of the Persian monarchy. On several occasions, the Iranians protested to 
their Russian counterparts, both during the Tsar’s time as well as when Azerbaijan 
was under Soviet rule, about offensive content in the pages of MN. On one 
particular occasion, Georgy Chicherin (1872-1936), the People’s Commissar 
for Foreign Affairs of the Soviet Union, complained that Molla Nasreddin was 
ruining the Soviet Union’s relationship with Iran. In a rare example of protest to 
central authority that would sadly be absent from 1929 onwards (due to Stalin’s 
ascent to power), the Azeri Commissar Ruholla Akhundov retorted:  ‘I would 
like to express my surprise at Chicherin’s estimation of Molla Nasreddin. From its 
very launch, Molla Nasreddin fought against absolutism in Iran. And now when 
there are rare occasions for articles against the unjust behaviour of Iranian feudals, 
Camrade Checherin says these articles can ruin our relationship with Iran. This is 
inadmissible. This is unfair’.
 Regardless of their influence across the border, the editorial staff remained highly 
suspicious of Iran and, as ardent champions of secularism, saw in Iran a backwards, 
traditional country and source of pernicious Shi’ite fundamentalism. Even the short-
lived, relatively liberal reforms of the Constitutional Revolution fell short of Molla 
Nasreddin’s rather purist standards: the weekly objected to the religious zeal certain 
leaders of the Constitutional Revolution exploited to advance their cause. 
After a three-year hiatus following the Russian Revolution, Mammadguluzadeh 

 10.
For the centennial 
anniversary of Akhundov’s 
birth, MN ran a  
commemorative portrait on 
its cover, see Issue 42, 27 
November 1911 (page 94 of 
this volume).
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corruption, press freedoms – have only become more pressing and immediate 
over the last half century, be it in Alaska, Angola or Afghanistan.
 Recently reissued in its entirety by the Azerbaijan Academy of Sciences, each 
volume of Molla Nasreddin runs roughly 700 pages, with a total of 8 imposing 
tomes in all. Since that blistering day several years ago, carrying and caring 
for these volumes between Brussels, Moscow, Paris, New York, Berlin and 
Warsaw has toned our muscles if not our thoughts. We have wrestled with Molla 
Nasreddin: like any object of intense interest, it both repels and attracts us. But it is 
rare to embrace one’s antithesis, as we have with MN: spending years translating, 
funding and publishing a historical media platform with which we often disagree. 
Standing squarely as a champion of secular, Western values, the weekly is in some 
sense a mascot, in reverse, of our practice. Where MN is secular and pro-Western, 
we tend to err on the side of the mystical and remain suspicious of the wholesale 
import of Western modernity. But, like the best cultural productions, Molla 
Nasreddin is polyphonic, joyfully self-contradictory and staunchly in favour of the 
creolisation that results from multiple languages, ideas and identities.  
The magazine’s pan-Caucasian character (itinerant offices between Tbilisi, Baku 
and Tabriz), linguistic complexity (across three alphabets) and use of humour as 
a disarming critique make for an irresistible trifecta which, despite any partisan 
polemics, we celebrate unequivocally.

Slavs and Tatars
Moscow, January 2011
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married a wealthy widow and moved MN’s base to Tabriz, the capital of Iran’s 
Azerbaijan province in the north west of the country. Despite the injection of new 
financial resources, the publication ran for only one troubled year in Tabriz due 
to local pressure and bad timing.11 Making up more than 30% of Iran’s present day 
population, Azeris have played an integral role throughout Iran’s cultural, political 
and economic history. Perhaps because of the region’s proximity to Russia, Iranian 
Azerbaijan has historically been the heart of most of Iran’s leftist or progressive 
movements. Throughout the 20th century, from the Iranian Constitutional 
Revolution to the short-lived, Soviet-backed Autonomous Republic of Iranian 
Azerbaijan in 1946, Azeris in Iran have managed to balance an unlikely legacy of left-
leaning politics with cultural independence and Iranian patriotism: an achievement 
which should make the editorial staff of Molla Nasreddin proud, despite their 
misgivings about the country.12

 all Good PrEss MusT CoME To aN ENd…

By 1920, the Soviets had invaded Baku and Azerbaijan’s short-lived independence 
came to an end. The quality of Molla Nasreddin’s editorial and art-direction 
suffered considerably as the periodical was forced to tow the Bolshevik party line. 
Moscow shoved editorial directives down Mammaguluzadeh’s throat, destroying 
its independent streak and even going so far as to request the magazine change its 
name to Allahsiz (The Atheist). Only three issues of Molla Nasreddin came out in 
1931 and shortly afterwards it shut its doors for good. Its impact, however,  
is difficult to over-estimate. 
 The journal offered inspiration to similar pamphleteers across the Muslim 
world – from the Balkans to Iran and Serbia. Just across the border in Iran, the 
magazine served as an inspiration to such seminal Iranian reformist publications 
as Rasht’s Nasim-e Shomal and the progressive Tehran weekly Sur-e-Esrafil, both 
of which played an important role in galvanizing debate and opinion during the 
Constitutional Revolution. In the early days following the Russian Revolution, 
Jadidists across Russia, the Caucasus and Central Asia found common cause 
with the Bolsheviks and managed to reform colonial educational policies across 
the region. The Azeri newspaper Irshad coined the term ‘Molla Nasreddinism’ to 
describe the ability to tell things as they are.
 Thanks to the mixture of a strict autocracy and an oil windfall allowing the 
government to buy peoples’ sympathy, Baku has managed to handle the major 
geopolitical issues of the 20th and early 21st century – Bolshevik Communism and 
revolutionary Islam, respectively – with relative success. It would be foolish to 
dismiss the relevance of the Caucasus today. The Great Game of the 19th century 
continues, simply with more players and wildly different, if more transparent, 
stakes: from the proxy wars between the US and Russia in neighbouring Georgia 
to the line of suitors (US, Russia, Turkey, China) vying for strategic access to 
the oil-rich Caspian, to name but a few. If we are to believe the faulty theory 
that the West and Islam are on a collision course, we would do well to look at 
the only precedent in history where both cultures co-existed, in the Caucasus 
and across Eurasia. Azerbaijan’s progressive history and geographic position 
between Europe and Asia offer the potential for a truly revolutionary Islam 
where moderation, pluralism and politics are not mutually exclusive. No matter 
the magazine’s sometimes excessively sharp tongue, the debates at the heart of 
Molla Nasreddin – Islam’s confrontation with modernity, Imperial over-reach, 

 12.
To wit: even Mir-Hossein 
Mousavi, the reformist 
candidate in the 2009 Iranian 
presidential election, hails 
from Iranian Azerbaijan.

 11. 
Sheikh Mohammad Khiabani 
(1880–1920), a conservative 
Iranian parlementarian, had 
just passed away shortly 
before Mammadguluzadeh’s 
arrival in Tabriz. (See 
illustration p. 91 of this 
volume).
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 oN TraNsliTEraTioN

A truly polyglot publication, Molla Nasreddin features, in addition to the mainstay 
of Azeri Turkish, no less than 4 other languages, including Russian, Persian (Farsi), 
Istanbulli Turkish and Arabic. Different languages require, of course, different scripts 
– a single page of the magazine might contain the Cyrillic, Latin and Arabic alphabets. 
So as to avoid wading any further into this transliterative tumult, we have chosen to 
adhere to the recent Azeri re-edition of the periodical as source text.

 oN TraNslaTioN

All efforts have been made to faithfully translate the texts accompanying the 
illustrations in this volume. On certain occasions, the English caption does not 
correspond to the Azeri caption in the margin. This is because some illustrations 
feature more than one original caption – for example, Azeri and Russian, or Azeri and 
Persian – with entirely different content. For the sake of consistency, we have only 
included the Azeri caption and referred to both, when appropriate, for the English 
translation.



Though Molla Nasreddin was an 
ardent champion of the azeri-
Turkish language and azeri 
national culture, it subscribed 
almost wholesale to the idea that 
progress meant westernisation. 
Throughout its pages, traditions, 
religion, superstitions and the like 
were parodied while technology, 
secularism and modernisation 
went unscathed. one wonders 
what the editorial staff would 
make of the region today. since the 
fall of communism a little more 
than two decades ago, countries 
across the former soviet sphere 
have come to fulfil the decidedly 
pro-western hopes of Molla 
Nasreddin, often to devastating 
effect. in an effort to sweep an 

uncomfortably painful history, 
under the proverbial Persian rug, 
regimes across the region have 
turned their backs on formerly 
reputable educational systems and 
placated traumatised populations 
with a panacea of consumerism, in 
a misguided effort to modernise. 
what it has produced instead is a 
disenchantment with democracy, 
entrenched autocratic regimes, 
and nascent islamism where 
previously there was none.

1514 EAST VS. WEST

EasT 
vs. 

wEsT

“B
ah

 b
ah

, n
ə i

sti
di

!”

“Whoa, it’s hot!”

a western-styled 
azeri stands cooly 
next to an azeri 
in traditional garb 
on a hot summer 
afternoon.

MOLLA NASREDDIN
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it is important to obey one’s elders.

B
öy

ük
lə

rə
 it

aə
t v

ac
ib

di
r.

The azeri woman turns to another (in azeri): “Sister, what a horror! 
Who are these people?” The European woman asks her husband  
(in russian): “Damn it! What is it with these monsters?”

“B
aş

in
a 

dö
nü

m
, X

an
ba

cı
, q

oy
m

a,
 b

ag
rım

 ya
rıl

dı
, b

ul
ar

 n
ec

ə i
ns

an
dı

?”

“Listen, people who get a contemporary education want us to forget 
our old, pagan beliefs. Do not allow this to happen under any 
circumstances!”

Q
ul

aq
 as

ın
ız

: “
tə

zə
 ox

uy
an

la
r i

st
əy

irl
ər

 k
öh

nə
 b

üt
pə

rə
st

 a
də

tlə
rin

iz
i i

çi
ni

zd
ən

 
gö

tü
rs

ün
lə

r. 
Am

an
 gü

nü
dü

r, 
qo

ym
ay

ın
ız

, q
ar

da
şla

r!
...

”
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according to an old 
azeri superstition,  
it is considered good 
luck to pour water 
behind oneself when 
travelling. here, 
three European 
women on the 
train platform find 
themselves on the 
receiving end of the 
spill. 

Train station in baku

Ba
kı

 va
ğz

al
ın

da

EAST VS. WEST

Mocking the 
difference in living 
standards between 
azeris and russians, 
the illustration 
shows a kursu, 
a pre-industrial 
heating mechanism 
in which coal or 
wood is burned 
under a table where 
people sit. a blanket 
wrapped around the 
table keeps the heat 
inside, near feet and 
legs.

bespectacled 
and smoking, the 
donkeys are the 
rulers carried on the 
backs of the people.

what we see everyday

H
ər

 g
ün

 gö
rd

ük
lə

ri
m

iz

“How do these poor Russians live without one?”

“G
or

əs
ən

 b
u 

ya
zı

q 
ur

us
ta

r  
qı

şın
 b

u 
so

yu
ğu

nd
a 

kü
rs

üs
uz

 n
ec

ə o
tü

şü
rlə

r.”
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a critique of 
the hypocritical 
approach of the 
educated class 
towards women:  
at home, women 
are obliged to cover 
themselves head to 
toe, while abroad 
they can dress like 
Europeans.

an educated Muslim with his wife in the Caucasus

EAST VS. WEST

an educated Muslim with his wife in Paris

M
üs

əl
m

an
 in

til
ig

en
ti 

və
 xa

nı
m

ı Q
af

qa
zd

a ö
z k

ən
in

də
M

üs
əl

m
an

 in
til

ig
en

ti 
və

 xa
nı

m
ı P

ar
ijd

ə
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To the dismay of his 
younger brother, the 
elder brother walks 
into public with a 
pitcher used to wash 
one’s behind in the 
toilet.

younger brother: “Please, you can’t walk out like this. There are women 
here!” Elder brother: “To hell with them! Can’t they see there are men 
here? Let them get out of the way…”

bridge

“D
ad

aş
, b

ur
ad

a 
eş

iy
ə ç

ıx
m

aq
 ol

m
az

, a
rv

ad
-u

şa
q 

va
r a

yı
bd

ı.”
“C

əh
ən

nə
m

ə a
yi

bd
i, 

go
ra

 a
yı

bd
ı: 

G
ör

ül
lə

r k
işi

 va
r, 

iti
lib

 q
oy

ub
 ge

ts
in

lə
r.”

K
ör

pü
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with bicycles, 
cars, bridges and 
buildings, the 
world of the devil 
is modern and 
developed. The 
world of believers 
is full of ethereal 
illusions and 
idleness.

according to the book, the world of the devil

EAST VS. WEST

according to the book, the world of believers

“H
ily

ət
üş

-ş
əy

at
in

” k
ita

bı
nd

an
“H

ily
ət

ül
-m

utt
əq

in
” k

ita
bı

nd
an
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according to an old 
superstition, every 
time an owl cries, 
someone dies.

“Oh dear God, it’s strange…why is the owl making those noises?  
Let Allah save us from unhappiness…”

“…
Ay

 a
lla

h,
 b

u 
ba

yq
uş

 ge
nə

 gö
rə

sə
n 

ni
yə

 b
an

nı
yı

r, 
al

la
h,

 sə
n 

bi
zi

 b
un

un
 

bə
la

sın
da

n 
sa

xl
a…

”

EAST VS. WEST

The woman attempts 
in vain to keep her 
husband indoors by 
invoking the curse of 
the evil eye.

“Don’t go out that door! Someone could wink at you.”

“A
 k

işi
, a

m
an

 gü
nü

dü
 ge

tm
ə b

ir 
ya

na
, s

ən
ə g

öz
 vu

ra
lla

r.”
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a woman recites 
a superstitious 
proverb as she 
passes the young boy 
through ‘oud,’  
– incense commonly 
used when greeting 
guests or protecting 
people from harm 
and illness.

“You are as necessary as air, and protected against 100 illnesses.”

“Ü
zə

rli
ks

ən
 h

əv
as

ən
, h

əz
ar

 d
ər

də
 d

əv
as

ən
.”

EAST VS. WEST

a critique of both 
the Muslim man, 
right, who speaks 
but does not think 
and the European 
man, left, who 
thinks but does not 
speak.

“Europeans take pride in their aircraft. But they should come take  
a look at ours instead.”

“A
vr

op
al

ıla
r ö

z i
ca

d 
et

di
kl

ər
i h

av
a 

gə
m

ilə
rin

ə f
əx

r e
di

rlə
r, 

am
m

a 
bi

r g
əl

ib
  

bi
zi

m
  d

ə h
av

a 
gə

m
im

iz
ə t

am
aş

a 
el

əs
in

lə
r.”

Ba
şı

 il
ə i

şl
əy

ən
  /

 A
ğz

ı i
lə

 iş
lə

yə
n

B
əd

ən
in

 h
an

sı
 ü

zv
ü 

ço
x i

şl
əs

ə–
bö

yü
yü

r v
ə q

üv
və

t t
ap

ır.
 (H

ək
im

 n
əs

ih
ət

i)

doctor’s advice: that part of the body which works the most grows 
the most. left, working with the head; right, working with the 
mouth.
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on the train to 
Khorasan, top,  
a province of iran, 
passengers sit 
in silence while 
on the train to 
the university, 
bottom (likely st. 
Petersburg), girls 
and boys sit next to 
each other and read. 

in these days, there are no available train wagons.

Bu
 g

ün
lə

r d
əm

ir
 yo

lla
rd

a m
in

ik
 əl

in
də

n 
ye

r y
ox

du
r.

The traditional reli-
gious classes try
to scale the wall  the 
old-fashioned way, 
left, whereas the
secular reformers 
manage to effort-
lessly approach  
European cul-
ture (lady, center) 
through learning, 
right.
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The bags are labelled 
‘wheat’ and ‘grain’ 
in this drawing, 
one of several in 
the magazine, 
addressing the 
inequality between 
landlords and 
peasants.

M
ul

kə
da

r v
ə r

əi
yy

ət

landlords and Peasants

MOLLA NASREDDIN

The revolutionary zeal that 
gripped Russia in the early 
20th century finds its way into 
the pages of Molla Nasreddin as 
well. Not exactly an advocate 
of class war or violence, MN 
takes a decidedly subtle view, 
its illustrations saturated with 
macabre humour criticising 
the extreme disparities in 
wealth between haves and 
have-nots. The magazine’s 
home for the first eleven years 
of operation, Tbilisi, had been 
a refuge for liberal exiles from 
across Imperial Russia; while 

Baku, where it spent its last 
nine, was the producer of half 
the world’s oil until the Second 
World War and thus a city 
of astronomical wealth and 
astounding poverty.

Class
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“In the name of God, my children, I don’t have anything left and  
am hungry myself.”

“V
al

la
h,

 b
al

al
ar

ım
, h

eç
 za

di
m

 yo
xd

ur
 si

zə
 ve

rim
, m

ən
 öz

üm
 d

ə a
cı

m
da

n 
öl

ür
əm

…
”

The beggars ask 
philanthropist haji 
zeinalabdin Tagiev 
for money. while his 
leg is only marked 
‘millionaire’, it is 
clear from his face 
that it is the famous 
azeri philanthropist 
who is the target of 
caricature. Perhaps 
the hindsight of 
history has weighed 
against Molla 
Nasreddin and in 
favor of Tagiev, as 
his contributions to 
azeri culture now 
appear particularly 
significant, 
especially when 
compared to the 
bolshevik period 
that followed.

CLASS

representing differ-
ent governments  
(as can be gleaned 
from the various 
hats crowning their 
heads), the wolves 
grill the people – 
farmers, soldiers, 
etc. – on skewers, in 
traditional Cauca-
sian shashlik kebab 
style.

Entertainment: a friday roast

Q
on

aq
lıq

a famine in the 
zangezur and 
Karabagh regions at 
the turn of the 20th 
century

“Dear sir, we are also animals, so please be so kind as to give us some oat 
as well!”

“A
ğa

la
r, 

al
la

h 
xa

tir
in

ə, 
el

ə b
ili

n 
bi

z d
ə h

ey
va

nı
q,

 b
iz

ə d
ə a

rp
a 

ve
rin

 ye
yə

k.
”
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zangezur is in 
present day armenia 
and Karabagh is 
part of Nagorno-
Karabagh, a region 
long contested 
by armenia and 
azerbaijan. at the 
turn of the 20th 
century, both 
regions were known 
for their large 
numbers of destitute 
azeri and Kurdish 
residents. here,  
a well-to-do azeri 
family, eating and 
drinking leisurely 
outside, scolds the 
beggars from the 
provinces.

The hungry from Karabagh and zangezur, left, and generous 
gentlemen, right

Q
ar

ab
ag

 və
 Z

ən
gə

zu
r a

cl
ar

ı. 
Sə

xa
və

tli
 ağ

al
ar

.

in another 
illustration entitled 
‘landlords and 
Peasants’, the 
hoarded bags are 
labelled ‘wheat’ and 
‘grain’.

“I am a gold-beater and my wages from my craft / Are nothing but 
screaming and yelling. I am always sitting among gold, / But I never get 
a share of it.”

M
ul

kə
da

r v
ə r

əi
yy

ət

CLASS

azeri journalists 
discuss the story of 
70-year-old azeri 
philanthropist 
Tagiev’s marriage 
to a 14-year-old 
girl. after it was 
discovered that his 
new wife was having 
an affair with one of 
his employees, an 
engineer named of 
beibutov, the latter 
was found dead.

Newspapers are mirrors into which people look and see everything. 
but the one thing they can’t see is how engineer beibutov was killed 
in haji Tagiev’s house. “The smart one does not taunt the strong one.”

Q
əz

ət
 m

ill
ət

 ü
çü

n 
bi

r a
yn

ad
ır

 k
i, 

or
ay

a b
ax

an
 h

ər
 b

ir
 şe

yi
 gö

rə
 b

ilə
r, 

bi
rc

ə 
H

ac
ı c

en
ab

la
rı

nu
n 

ev
in

də
 in

je
ne

r B
eh

bu
do

vu
n 

dö
yü

lm
əy

in
də

n 
sa

va
yı

A
ta

la
r s

öz
ü:

 “G
üc

lü
 a

da
m

ı i
nc

itm
ək

 a
ğı

llı
la

rın
 iş

i d
ey

il.
”
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a strongman stands in front of the oil workers and boasts:  
“No one is able to beat me and yet, no one hires me.”

The boss answers, in russian, “It doesn’t matter, there isn’t any work 
anyhow.”

Pə
hl

əv
an

: “
Bu

 va
xt

ad
ək

 a
rx

am
 ye

r g
ör

m
əy

ib
, m

ən
im

 k
im

i p
əh

lə
va

na
 b

u 
za

lım
 

oğ
lu

 iş
 ve

rm
ir…

” M
ə”

də
n 

m
üd

ir
i: 

“V
sy

o r
av

no
, r

ab
ot

i n
et

.” 
(B

ak
ıd

a n
eft

 m
ə”

 
də

ni
nd

ə i
şs

iz
 fə

hl
el

ər
)
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what some of us receive from iran…

Ir
an

da
n 

bi
zə

 ça
ta

n 
m

ət
aı

n 
bi

r q
is

m
i.

MOLLA NASREDDIN

Molla Nasreddin’s advocacy 
of women’s rights was 
perhaps its most sizeable 
achievement. One does not 
expect the Caucasus, known 
for its firebrand machismo 
and elephant’s memory, to 
be a pioneer in such affairs. 
Yet, it was here, in the fleeting 
Azerbaijan Democratic 
Republic, that suffrage was 
extended to all women; the 
first of any Muslim nation 
and ahead of places typically 
associated with the suffragette 
movement such as the US 

or UK. On the issue of 
women, the magazine was 
relentless, in scope as well as 
in scale: articles, illustrations 
and blurbs addressing 
the oppression of women 
outnumber all other topics 
by a significant margin and 
touch upon issues of religion, 
reform, education and 
colonialism.

woMEN
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“Honey, take a good look at your teacher and then take a look at me. 
Now tell me, who looks more like a lady!”

“Y
az

ıq
 q

ız
ım

, b
ir 

uç
ite

lü
və

 d
ə b

ax
, m

ən
ə b

ax
, g

ör
 h

an
kı

m
ız

 xa
nı

m
a 

ox
şu

ru
yu

q!
...

”

The illustration 
caricatures the lack 
of education for 
women in traditional 
Muslim societies. 
one wonders what 
the editors would 
make of post-
revolutionary iran, 
where, despite 
stark inequalities in 
rights, women make 
up the majority of 
university students.

a spiritual leader 
sits with his two 
wives, guarding 
large bags marked 
’zeikiat’ or 
donations that he 
is hoarding at the 
house instead of 
distributing to the 
poor and needy.

while the 12-year-
old Muslim girl is 
married off to an 
older man, left, the 
12-year-old jewish 
girl attends school.

a Muslim girl and a 12-year-old jewish girl

Ïs
əl

m
an

 q
ız

ı  
/ 

12
 y

aş
ın

da
 y

əh
ud

i q
ız

ı
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after lessons

Ə
rə

 g
ed

ən
də

n 
so

na
r…

WOMEN

after marriage

D
ər

s q
ur

ta
ra

nd
a
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“Ah, you d••• kid, are you blind or what? You broke the glass…” 

“Son, hit your mom and I will admire you.”

A
na

: “
Ay

 d
on

uz
 o

ğl
u,

 k
or

du
 gö

zü
n,

 st
ək

an
ı s

ın
dı

rd
ın

?”
A

ta
: “

An
an

a 
bi

r v
ur

 gö
rü

m
, m

ən
im

 q
oç

aq
 b

al
am

! V
ur

 sə
ni

n…
ni

 ye
yi

m
, 

vu
r…

”

WOMEN

“Mama, give me some candy or else I will tell Papa that you looked out 
onto the street!”

“A
na

, v
al

la
h,

 m
ən

ə p
ul

 ve
rm

əs
ən

 q
an

fe
t a

lım
, d

əd
əm

 gə
lə

nd
ə d

ey
əc

əy
əm

 k
i, 

an
am

 a
ku

şk
ad

an
 kü

cə
yə

 b
ax

ırd
ı.”
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“What a beautiful girl, I will ask Aunt Fatima to reserve her for me.”

according to the 
tradition of arranged 
marriages, it is only 
on the day of the 
wedding that the 
husband first meets 
his wife. The fall of 
the soviet union 
in the late 20th 
century and the rise 
of the internet have 
allowed for a not-
altogether different 
situation with the 
mail-order bride.

“V
ay

 d
əd

əm
? B

u 
m

ən
 gö

rə
n 

qı
z d

ey
il…

”

WOMEN

“Oh the horror! This is not the woman I saw!”

“G
öz

əl
 q

ız
dı

r, 
Fa

tm
a 

xa
la

nı
 gö

nd
ər

im
, b

u 
qı

zı
 a

lsı
n 

m
ən

ə!
”
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D
ör

d 
də

nə
 k

ifa
yə

td
ir.

four wives should be enough…

A
rv

ad
 o

ğl
an

 d
oğ

du
.

A
rv

ad
 q

ız
 d

oğ
du

.

a son is born.

a daughter is born.
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abdul rashid: “Dear lady, regardless how much progress you’ve made, 
as long as your face is not covered, you cannot compare with Muslim 
women.”

Ə
bd

ül
rə

şi
d:

 “X
an

ım
, n

ə q
əd

ər
 tə

rə
qq

i e
lə

sə
ni

z –
 b

u 
üz

ü 
aç

iq
 gə

zm
ək

lə
 

m
üs

əl
m

an
la

ra
 ça

ta
 b

ilm
əy

əc
ək

sin
iz

” (
M

ol
la

 və
 Y

ap
on

iy
a x

an
ım

ı)

This drawing was 
made before the rise 
of consumer culture 
and retail therapy 
as many men in the 
Middle East can 
attest to.

it’s cheaper and more useful for a man to have two wives than 
one donkey.

The women look 
with envy to the 
prison, left, because 
it at least has 
windows, unlike 
their own homes, 
right, labelled 
‘home of Muslim 
women’.

“Sister, look how lucky they are: they have windows!”

K
iş

in
in

 b
ir

 e
şş

əy
i o

lm
aq

da
ns

a,
 b

ir
-ik

i a
rv

ad
ı o

lm
aq

 y
ax

şı
dı

r, 
çü

nk
i 

hə
m

 u
cu

z,
 h

əm
 xe

yi
rl

id
ir.

“X
an

ba
ci

, a
da

m
ın

 b
el

ə a
ko

şk
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ı e
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, h
ər

də
nb

ir 
ür

əy
i s

ıx
ıla

nd
a 
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a 
ak

oş
ka

nı
n 

qa
ba

ği
nd

a 
kü

cə
yə

 b
ax

a.
..”
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The illustration 
addresses the 
issue of the hejab: 
contrasting the 
woman’s strict 
adherence to dress 
code when faced 
with a doctor and 
liberal approach 
when faced with  
a cleric.

husband (to his wife): “Uncover your face so the doctor can examine 
your throat.” wife: “Absolutely not, I won’t uncover it for anything.”

H
ic

ab
 m

əs
əl

əs
ən

ə d
ai

r:
 “A

y a
rv

ad
, a

ç ü
zü

nü
, h

ək
im

 b
oğ

az
ın

a 
ba

xs
ın

”
“Y

ox
, y

ox
, o

lsə
m

 d
ə a

çm
an

am
.”

WOMEN

wife: “Let the mollah write a prayer around my belly button.  
It can’t do any harm.”

“Q
oy

 m
ol

la
 gö

bə
yi

m
i y

az
sın

, b
un

un
 zə

rə
ri

 yo
xd

ur
.”
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Fa
yt

on
çu

: “
A 

bə
y b

u 
qı

zl
ar

ın
 ik

isi
 d

ə s
iz

in
 q

ız
ın

ız
dı

r?
”

In
te

lli
ge

nt
: “

K
əs

 sə
sin

i a
xm

aq
 oğ

lu
 a

xm
aq

! G
ör

m
ür

sə
n 

ki
, b

iri
 a

rv
ad

ım
dı

, b
iri

 
də

 b
al

dı
zı

m
dı

?”

“A
 q

ız
, a

 q
ız

! B
un

a 
ba

x,
 b

u 
ar

va
d 

ki
şi 

ki
m

i y
az

ı y
az

ır.
”

Carriage driver: “Sir, are these girls your daughters?”  
Gentleman: Shut up, idiot. Don’t you know, that one is my wife?

The scene takes 
place in yerevan, 
where the driver 
is scolded for 
presuming that the 
women travelling 
with the man are his 
daughters.

“Look sister, she can write like a man!”

The Muslim women 
watch in horror as 
the teacher writes 
down lessons for 
their children.

WOMEN

 if a man loves a 
woman but doesn’t 
come from the 
right family or can’t 
afford the dowry, 
he can choose to 
kidnap the bride, 
the consummate 
chivalric choice. 
an urgent and 
dramatic take on the 
surprise elopement, 
kidnapping the 
bride avoids the 
prohibitive expenses 
of weddings and 
bridal fees.  
a Caucasian 
tradition, 
kidnapping is the 
nuclear option of 
love, as it were. 
sweep the target 
off her feet with 
such strength as to 
divorce her from 
everything else 
in life. if all goes 
well, lie low for a 
while, use the time 
to cultivate mutual 
affections, and 
return to reality 
(to the village, and 
society) as husband 
and wife.

Tomorrow: The parents beg him to have mercy and marry her.

Sa
ba

h:
 A

ta
-a

na
sı

 o
ğl

an
 ya

lv
ar

ır
 k

i, 
te

z k
əb

in
 

kə
di

rs
in

.
Bu

 g
ün

: O
ğl

an
 q

ız
ı g

öt
ür

üb
 q

aç
ir.

D
ün

ən
: O

ğl
an

 q
ız

ı y
al

va
rı

b 
is

tiy
ir

 at
a-

an
as

ı 
ve

rm
ir.

yesterday: he makes a proposal, but neither she nor her parents are 
willing to even hear of it.

Today: he forcefully takes her.
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Paying respects to the new bride

Paying respects to the bride after one month
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.

in the top image, 
several traditional 
wedding rituals are 
observed: from the 
sacrifice of a lamb in 
the background to 
the young boy hold-
ing a mirror towards 
the bride as a sign of 
sacrifice.

Tə
zə

 gə
lin

ə e
ht
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am

.

in the beginning, it starts out this way…

... and ends this way.
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“If you don’t want to go, I will force you.”

“O
x 

xo
şu

na
 gə
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əz

sə
n,
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an
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am
.”

The illustration, 
titled 'free love', 
parodies the lack 
of choice facing 
young women 
when it comes to 
the question of 
marriage.

WOMEN

“Girl, since you are silent, I see you agree. With God’s permission, then,  
I offer you to this man.”

A
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(at their first meeting) “Don’t go thinking I am old, my dear.”

Mohammad: “By the will of Allah, I want you to give your daughter to 
my son, Timur.”

The day before meeting him, the girl imagines what he looks like.
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WOMEN

“Look, Papa, these cages are bigger than mine. There must be
large animals in there.”
“Shhhh, my son, this is a house of free Turkish women.”
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“Damn girl, I will rip your skin off!” (with his Muslim wife)
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…
”

WOMEN

“I am sorry, honey, it’s all my fault.” (with his russian lover)
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an Englishman tips 
the scales to the 
right towards france 
(2 pounds), russia 
(2 pounds), and iran 
(1 pound).  
on the left side 
of the balance are 
italy (4 pounds), 
Germany  
(4 pounds), austria 
(3 pounds) and 
Turkey (2 pounds).

The weight of various nations

D
öv

lə
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n 

m
üv
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əs
i

66 MOLLA NASREDDIN

Despite its decidedly Western 
stance on issues such as 
women’s rights, religion, and 
education, Molla Nasreddin 
lambasted the European 
colonial powers and took 
an ambitious swipe at their 
meddling across the globe, 
from the Middle East to the 
Caucasus, the Ottoman Empire 
to the Far East. The magazine’s 
critique of colonialism at times 
coincided with a defence of 
national identity: including 
the advocacy of Azeri Turkish 
and condemnation of the Azeri 
inferiority complex with regard 
to Russia. Of particular interest 
is the way in which Russia 
is depicted. As an officially 

sanctioned publication of the 
Russian Empire (during its 
most prolific period, 1906-
1917), Molla Nasreddin had 
to be clever in its criticism of 
Russian imperialism in the 
region, otherwise it risked 
the wrath of the censors or 
having its license revoked. 
Often its critique of Russian 
policies in the Caucasus are 
found couched in more general 
themes, say the clash of cultures 
between East and West, or 
in allegory: across the many 
illustrations featuring animals, 
the bear is the only animal left 
unnamed. Hint, hint.

ColoNialisM
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Great britain, 
Germany, france 
(labelled ‘The Great 
Powers’) feed the 
aegean islands to 
a bloated Greece 
as the ottoman 
Empire, right, 
objects helplessly. 
following world 
war i, the European 
Entente Powers 
attempt to carve up 
the ottoman Empire 
amongst themselves.

on the question of reuniting the aegean islands with Greece.
“Oh God! What oppression to witness with my own eyes my island being 
taken from me and swallowed by my enemy!”
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right: bulgaria 
and romania get 
independence, 
Germany gets the 
railway in baghdad, 
italy gets albania, 
bosnia-hercegovina 
goes to austria.
left: russia receives 
the bosphorous 
and dardenelles, 
Great britain gets 
Egypt, france gets 
privileges, Greece 
gets Crete.

The Turkish question and the balance of power in Europe
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Eastern European and asian deputies who don’t know this is a trap.

The trap is labelled 
‘the game in Eastern 
Europe and asia’. 

COLONIALISM
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3.
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4.
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əl
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.

England and india; 1. 100 yrs ago 2. recently 3. Today 4. future.

COLONIALISM

“Today is Sunday, go to the Mosque!”

an imperial 
policeman enforces 
the new law ratified 
in the duma, 
forbidding work on 
sundays.
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according to the 
(russian) duma 
announcement, 
Muslims would also 
be forbidden to 
work on sundays.

duma official: “Time to close shop.”
Muslim shop owner: “Why are you pulling me out of my store? Do you 
want me to stay in the tavern like this drunken Russian?”
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European politics towards the East: hunting for flies
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Each European 
nation sits with its 
colonial subject 
under the glass 
plate. left to right: 
britain with india, 
france with algeria 
and Germany with 
zanzibar.

"We are embalming you so that the mummies don’t eat you."

The british tie Egypt 
up with a piece of 
paper in his mouth 
marked 'reforms'. 
The colonial powers 
– france, England 
and russia – viewed 
any attempts at 
reform as contrary 
to their strategic 
interests.
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Englishman in Egypt

COLLONIALISM
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austrian in bosnia
Turks: “Even if we destroy the mountains and set fire to our cities,  
our guests will not leave.”
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a japanese man 
stands on an 
Englishman’s head, 
in order to reach 
the apples on a 
tree marked Power 
over asia and The 
Philippines. Those 
already in the 
basket are marked 
Korea, China, and 
Manchuria.

The English and japanese join forces

In
gi
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 və

 Y
ap
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iy

a i
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ha
dı

The tiger (Germany) 
and lion (britain) 
fight a proxy 
battle on behalf 
of the ottoman 
Empire and iran, 
respectively, while 
Morocco (the lamb 
with human head) is 
left to be devoured 
by the foxes and 
bull. 

The question of borders in the islamic world

Sə
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interestingly 
enough, the bear 
is the only animal 
without a country 
assigned to it, 
though it is clearly 
russia.

Germany (tiger), spain (fox), England (lion), and france (wolf) 
surround Morocco (half-man, half-animal), ready to pounce.
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one man portrays all seven convictions

Clockwise, from 
far left: socialist, 
intellectual, pilgrim, 
nationalist, spy, 
mollah.

8080 MOLLA NASREDDIN

Ye
dd

i m
əs

lə
k

Deemed ‘the mountain 
of languages’ by a 10th-
century Arab geographer and 
referred to as ‘warm Siberia’ 
in the Russian Empire, the 
Caucasus has been a case 
study in ethnic, linguistic 
and political complexity for 
over a millennium. Instead 
of shying away from this 
Gordian knot or taking sides, 
Molla Nasreddin offers a 
refreshingly lateral assessment 
of the region’s challenges, 
especially the hostility between 
Azeris and Armenians, the 

tension between tradition 
and modernity and the 
numerous foreign forces 
coveting influence in the 
region. Sandwiched between 
a waning Ottoman Empire, 
a venal Qajar-era Iran, and 
revolutionary Russia, the 
Caucasus was a vibrant if 
unstable region during the 
early 20th century, which 
explains the magazine’s 
peripatetic headquarters 
– travelling from Tbilisi in 
Georgia to Tabriz in Iran to 
Baku in Azerbaijan.

ThE 
CauCasus
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Those who eat during the fast

O
ru

z y
ey

ən
lə

r

during ramadan, 
educated azeris eat 
furtively to avoid the 
mollahs’ scorn.

THE CAUCASUS

in early 20th century 
azerbaijan, mixing 
and matching 
fashion did not 
have the cachet it 
might today. here, 
the man’s outfit 
is parodied as 
incoherent since the 
traditional azeri 
hat does not sit well 
with the European 
clothing and 
accessories.

an intelligent Muslim and patriot
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The number of 
reading rooms 
which opened to 
the masses in the 
early 20th century 
far outstripped 
demand.

reading room in yerevan
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THE CAUCASUS

The illustration 
pokes fun at the 
long-standing 
enmity between 
armenians and 
azeris. The bald man 
is azeri and the man 
with hair armenian. 
apart from this 
small detail they 
are more alike than 
either would care to 
admit, as is often the 
case between sworn 
enemies.

There was no one in the world except allah. but then there was  
a stupid armenian, an idiot azeri and except for them, there was  
a devil. and one day, the devil… (no more space)
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To celebrate the 
last wednesday of 
the year, Chahar 
shanbeh soori, 
people gather 
to jump over a 
fire as part of the 
annual zoroastrian 
Nowrouz (New 
year) festivities.  
as they leap over the 
bonfire, they chant: 
‘sorkhiyeh to az 
man; zardiyeh man 
az to’ meaning ‘your 
redness (health) 
is mine and my 
paleness (pain) is 
yours’.

The last wednesday of Chahar shanbeh soori

THE CAUCASUS
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a renowned theatre 
actor, husayn 
arablinski (1881-
1919) was the first 
thespian to play the 
role of a woman 
since women were 
not allowed to 
perform on stage. 
as the fire rages, the 
clerics rejoice and 
yell, ‘Thank God’.
it was not only 
the clerics who 
disapproved of 
arablinski: his own 
deeply religious 
family never 
accepted of his 
work as an actor, 
deemed indecent in 
traditional Muslim 
families. Their 
relations suffered 
irreparably when 
arablinski shaved 
his moustache to 
better perform 
female roles. 
arablinski was 
eventually murdered 
by his cousin. 

arablinski: “I played so much tragedy and woe on stage that in the end, 
the woe is on me as well.” (The tragedy of Tagiev’s theatre burning 
down in Baku)
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THE CAUCASUS

depicting an azeri 
Muslim being woken 
from his sleep by the 
warring factions of 
Georgians, left, and 
armenians, right, 
this illustration is 
an indictment of the 
lost opportunity for 
azeris to play the 
role of arbiter in the 
complex Caucasian 
ethnic and political 
landscape. after the 
conflicts, the azeri 
goes straight back to 
sleep as if nothing 
has happened.

Top: The Caucasian conflicts of 1905
bottom: after the conflicts

The baku Muslim society’s third meeting
“What does it have to do with us that Muslims kill each other?  
God willing, one day they’ll manage to kill each other off…”
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The streets of baku

The editors of Molla 
Nasreddin poke fun 
at what they see to 
be the backwardness 
of baku: grown men 
playing leapfrog in 
the azeri capital’s 
streets.
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MN’s parody of 
‘do as i say, not 
as i do’:  after 
invoking the lofty 
ideals of patriotism 
and sacrifice, the 
speaker decides 
to opt for a life of 
leisure rather than 
principle, marrying 
a European woman 
and bidding his 
compatriots 
farewell. 

“Brothers, I am ready to sacrifice my life and wealth for our country! 
Otherwise what value is my life now that our people are so poor and 
oppressed?”

“See you later, idiots.”
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ahmed beg 
agayev, aka ahmed 
beg ogolulu, 
an azerbaijani 
politician and 
pan-islamist, 
dreams of Muslim 
missionaries, left, 
converting japan to 
islam.

The dream of ahmad beg agayev: japan’s conversion to islam

THE CAUCASUS
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iran in between mollah and shah
The stronger always wins and rules

ottoman in between Europeans

woman in between Muslim men

Ə
lh

ök
m

ili
m

ən
 q

əl
əb

ə -
 H

ök
m

 və
 ya

şa
m

aq
 

gü
cl

ün
ün

dü
r.

Khiabani, a Muslim 
conservative, is 
aghast at the music 
and society of the far 
more European city 
Tbilisi.

sheikh Mohammad Khiabani, the iranian Parliamentary 
representative for Tabriz, arrives in Tbilisi. “Why did you bring me 
here? What horror! There’s music here. I am leaving…”
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borchali is a region 
in current-day 
Georgia largely 
inhabited by azeris.

a fight between two borchali Muslims  on the way to Tbilisi
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on the centennial of 
his birth date, Molla 
Nasreddin published 
a commemorative 
cover honouring 
the prominent 
intellectual and 
playwright Mirzah 
fatali akhundov 
(aka akhundzadeh, 
1812–1878). one of 
the first to advocate 
strongly for the 
latinisation of the 
azeri language  
(as did the editorial 
team of MN), 
akhundov embodies 
the complex sense 
of identity often 
found in the region 
as he wrote some 
of his most famous 
works in Persian and 
is also considered a 
founder of modern 
iranian literature. 

Mirza fatali akhundov (notable playwright): “This atheist was the 
first to put on plays with our virtuous women and thus shamed Muslim 
women and yet, they still honour him and take pride in him.”
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when akhundov 
died, the authorities 
forbid his burial in 
a Muslim cemetery 
because he was 
accused of atheism. 
a seyed is a pious 
Muslim who can 
trace his lineage 
back to Mohammad.
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“Whose destroyed gravestone is this?” “Mirza Fatali Akhundov’s.”
“And the one with the cupola?” “A seyed’s.”
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left to right, 
dervishes with 
instruments (daf) 
and their pupils 
(murids), iranian 
bureaucrats with 
official documents, 
and mollahs with 
their religious 
books cross the the 
araz river, which 
once marked the 
boundary between 
imperial russia 
and iran and today 
divides azerbaijan 
and the islamic 
republic of iran. 

dear guests at the notable araz river

THE CAUCASUS
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The Greeks (dogs) 
are excited and 
yet scared of the 
imminent implosion 
of the ottoman 
Empire. a century 
later, with Greece 
in the full throes of 
an economic crisis 
and an ascendent 
Turkey, the inverse 
seems to be the case.

“Why are you barking?” “Because we want to frighten.” “Why are your 
tails wagging?” “Because we are already frightened ourselves.”
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Lasting more than six 
centuries and spanning three 
continents at its height, the 
Ottoman Empire finally began 
to crumble in the early 20th 
century. The various events 
leading up to its demise and 
immediate aftermath feature 
prominently in the pages of 
Molla Nasreddin, including 
the crookedness of Ottoman 
officials, the rise of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire and the 
arrival of the Young Turks. 
By coincidence, the Empire’s 
dissolution took place only  

a couple years after the 
launch of MN, providing the 
magazine with so much fodder 
for satire that we’d be forgiven 
for thinking the Ottoman 
Empire was the funny – rather 
than sick –man of Europe.

ThE 
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EMPirE
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The mouthpiece of 
the Menshikovs, the 
publication Novoe 
Vremya pins down  
three young Turks 
in an effort to lay 
bare the discrepancy 
between their stated 
objectives and 
the reality on the 
ground.

“The Young Turks’ politics amounts to pure nationalism. They claim to give 
people equality and justice but this is ridiculous. If so, they should give the 
Greeks and Bulghars autonomy.”
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The lion and sun, 
a well-known 
emblem of iran 
that featured on the 
national flag from 
1424 until 1979, 
warns the ottoman 
not to cause any 
unnecessary border 
skirmishes.

holding banners 
that read, left to 
right: liberty, 
Constitution and 
justice, the angels 
stand in for the 
Persian Empire 
(bearing tiaras 
with the emblem 
of lion and sun) 
whose revolutionary 
Constitutional 
reform movement 
frightened countries 
in the region.

iran (to the ottomans): “We can’t rest easy with this chaos. As long as 
we are alive, we must make sure that you don’t take one step over our 
boundary. We are unhappy only because of you.”

on the issue of the ottoman Empire, iran, and Egypt
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using the Greek 
mythological 
symbol of the bull 
for Europe, the 
illustration criticises 
European passivity 
towards the ailing 
ottoman empire. 
Today, with
Turkey enjoying 
an unparalleled 
period of economic 
growth and political 
stability, the 
European union 
continues to drag its 
feet on the question 
of membership.

The devastation of European politics
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THE OTTOMAN EMPIREMOLLA NASREDDIN104 105
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“Yesterday you tied me up in strong chains causing me injury. But today, 
you’re rubbing oil to heal my wounds. This all seems rather suspicious to 
me.”
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THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Enver Pasha, 
(1881–1922) a 
Turkish military 
officer and a founder 
of the young Turk 
movement, and 
ahmed Niyazi scale 
the major milestones 
of reform with 
Niyazi. left to right: 
the declaration of 
reforms, getting 
rid of sultan abul 
hamid, the question 
of ethnic rights, and 
educational affairs 
among others.

The ottoman 
Empire runs away 
with Crete (the cat) 
while the british, 
russian, and others 
chase him. 

The journey of the young Turks
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“Don’t bother running after me.  I won't give it to any of you!"
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a member of the 
young Turks leads 
old clerks and 
members of the 
ottoman Empire’s 
security apparatus 
away by a leash.

“Enough! You’ve ruled us for 32 years.”

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE
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The ottoman 
government busily 
feeds Germany, left, 
and austria at the 
table while others 
(left to right: italy, 
bulgaria, serbia) 
must wait. The train 
set refers to the 
legendary berlin-
baghdad railway 
commissioned 
by the ottomans 
and built by the 
Germans.

 “Be patient, you’ll be served too…”
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THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

women: “Don’t go, Ramzi Bey Effendi!” ramzi bey: “What am I to 
do? It’s no longer the good old days of Abdulhamid. Power is now in the 
hands of the people. Where they send me, I must go.” 
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a staunch opponent 
of the Constitutional 
revolution ratified 
by his father, 
Mozaffar ad-din 
shah, Mohammad 
ali shah, the Qajar 
ruler of iran, 
bombarded the 
Majles with the 
military help of 
the russians and 
political support of 
the brits. but the 
revolution’s second 
wave forced him to 
flee to odessa in 
1909. in exile, he 
prepares his shishlik 
kebab on a grill in 
his hotel room to the 
astonishment of the 
staff.

an iranian bureaucrat in a first class hotel in odessa
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In true Azeri form, Molla 
Nasreddin had a love-hate 
relationship with Iran. While 
covering almost every notable 
event which took place in 
its Shi’ite neighbour, MN 
saw Iran as a monolithic 
source of all it condemned: 
first and foremost, vibrant 
Islamism. Yet Iran was 
arguably the country where 
the magazine had its largest 
number of readers not to 
mention its largest impact, 
spawning a range of copy-
cat publications across the 
border and weighing in 
heavily on the major players 
of the Iranian Constitutional 
Revolution of 1906-1910, 

which resulted in the first 
parliament in all of Asia. Still, 
the editorial staff continued 
to snub its neighbour to the 
south: focussing relentlessly 
on the Qajars’ venality, 
unequal treatment of women 
and, in particular, the role of 
revivalist Islam in the reform 
movements leading to the 
Constitutional Revolution. 
It is a pity the periodical is no 
longer around: one can only 
imagine the heyday Molla 
Nasreddin would have with the 
machinations of the country’s 
current iteration, the Islamic 
Republic of Iran.

iraN
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The illustration 
parodies the 
Constitutional 
revolution taking 
place across the 
border in iran as 
one still beholden 
to the religious 
establishment.  
a native of Tabriz, 
in the azerbaijani 
region of iran and 
a popular figure 
of the revolution, 
bagher Khan 
(1870–1911) was 
credited with the 
defence of the 
city and was given 
the honorary 
title salar-e Melli 
(leader of the 
Nation).

bagher Khan’s speech: “Hand over all the Atheist deputies, otherwise  
I will destroy the Majles.”
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The plate is labelled 
‘Hurriyet’ (freedom) 
and the fly is Sheikh 
Fazlollah Nouri, 
the cleric who 
aligned himself 
with Mohammad 
Ali Shah against the 
Constitutionalists. 
He was executed for 
treason on July 31, 
1909 and is revered 
as a martyr today 
by conservative 
elements in the 
Islamic Republic of 
Iran. Many armchair 
analysts believe the 
roots of the Iranian 
Revolution of 1979 
can be specifically 
traced to the failure 
of the Constitutional 
Revolution and the 
CIA-sponsored 
coup d’état against 
Mohammad 
Mossadeq in the 
early and middle 
20th century, 
respectively.

“I better hurry up and cover freedom faster so that no flies manage to sit 
on it.”
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The first monarch 
of modern iran 
to visit Europe in 
three successive 
trips (1873, 1878, 
1889), Nasser al-
din shah Qajar 
grew enamoured 
with the advances 
in technology and 
infrastructure he 
witnessed there and 
strove to launch 
similar initiatives 
upon his return, 
including a modern 
postal system, 
banking system, and 
trains.

Nasser al-din shah: “Ah, Europe, when will I see you again?”
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IRAN

darius, the 
achaemenid king 
of kings of the 
6th century bC, 
tells the man to 
keep watering the 
contemporary 
iranian (the plant), 
to help him grow.

“Keep on pouring some water.”
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a biting critique of 
the role of clerics in 
the newly formed 
iranian Majles 
(Parliament): the 
‘sina’ (literally: 
chest) refers to the 
self-flagellation of 
the shi’ite ashura-
Tasua ceremonies.

act 1

act 2 (sina Majles in iran)
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iran continues to 
suffer from fractious 
political groups, 
movements and 
parties. like many 
exiled nations 
or diasporas, 
iranians abroad 
(here, in Paris) are 
particularly prone to 
such divisions.

“Dear Mr. Policeman, it’s a pity I don’t speak your language. But when 
the watch hand hits this hour, could I ask you to come to our committee 
and make sure we Iranians don’t hit each other on the head.”
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a satire of the lack of 
central government 
in iran, the map lists 
each region, left,  
alongside the person 
ruling it, right.

The unites states of iran
(like the united states of america)

IRAN

 States                    Governors
The sultanate of Maku         Eqbal os-saltaneh
The Kindgom of Tabriz         Mir hashem
The Emirate of Maraghe         haji samad Khan
The Governate of ardebil     Mirza ali akbar
The Empire of urmia          Mohammad beg dashli
The Caliphate of Gilan          The shariatmadar
The Princepate of Quchan     salar-e Mofakhkham
The Emirate of astarabad     sepahdar
The Principality of shiraz     Qavam [ol-Molk]
The Tehran Khanate          Mohammad ali
The Qom Empire              The Motavallibashi
The Esfahan Khanate          aqa Najafi
The sultanate of Eraq          haji aqa Mohsen
The salmas Principality         simko
The Qaen Khadivate          heshmat ol-Molk

 The officers of the  
 Tehran Khanate: 
Prime Minister               amir-e bahador-e jang
Minister of the interior      Mojallal [os-saltaneh]
The foreign Minister          arfa ol-dawleh
Minister of the Treasury      shapshal
The sheik ol-Eslam          sheikh fazlollah
Minister of the Navy          aslan Khan
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iran

IRAN

“Her sin is that she married another man four years after her husband 
had disappeared.”

“Brothers and sisters, faith is in decline: we must throw rocks at this 
woman.”

woman killed by stoning: iranian justice in the 20th century  
(in Kochan, iran)
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britain (in top hat) 
beckons everyone 
to join in eating 
the rice pilaf (iran, 
as denoted by the 
royal lion on the 
lamb’s forehead). 
while russia, 
seated, digs in, 
the ottoman 
Empire observes 
cautiously from 
near the window 
and Mohammad 
ali shah, ruler of 
iran, pokes his 
head in at the door. 
Mohammad ali 
shah helped quell 
the Constitutional 
revolution of iran 
with the military 
support of russia 
and britain.

“Have a seat, please, hurry up or it might get cold and won’t be as 
delicious!”
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in the late 19th 
and early 20th 
centuries, the Qajar 
reign suffered 
several setbacks and 
was significantly 
weakened by 
concessions to 
foreign powers, 
notably russia and 
Great britain.

while the russian 
army seems ready 
for battle, the 
iranian army does 
not seem to require 
enemies as it injures 
itself. The reference 
below is to ashura-
Tasua, the shi’ite 
ritual of inflicting 
a wound on one’s 
forehead in homage 
to the martyrdom of 
imam hossein at the 
hands of the sunni 
Caliph yazid.

stinky, Qajar microbes discovered by Kokhom.

russia vs. iran: an irregular army which doesn’t worry about 
spilling its own blood.
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Mohammad ali 
shah cuts iran (the 
ram) into pieces 
while bureaucrats 
take what they can. 
The ram’s head is 
labelled Tehran, 
his front legs the 
regions of Khorasan 
and Gilan and hind 
legs Esfahan and 
azerbaijan. in the 
end, ali shah is left 
with only the horns, 
the least valued part 
of the animal.

IRAN

The devil kidnaps 
the Majles or iranian 
parliament building, 
also referred to 
as ‘baharestan’. 
Though Molla 
Nasreddin was very 
influential for the 
actors of the iranian 
Constitutional 
revolution, the 
editorial team 
looked upon the 
movement with 
scepticism as the 
leaders sometimes 
mobilised islamic 
zeal in their 
opposition to the 
shah. a similar 
phenomenon 
occurred some 75 
years later in Poland 
where the Catholic 
Church played the 
role of non-partisan 
arbiter between 
solidarność and 
the Communist 
government of 
jaruzelski.

“Next to the dragon I am a bull, but when I have grabbed the Majles,  
I am a dragon.”
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after abolishing the 
Majles (Parliament) 
on the grounds 
that it was against 
islamic law and 
subsequently 
bombing the 
building, 
Mohammad ali 
shah (1872–1925) 
fled iran to odessa 
in 1909 following 
the second wave of 
the Constitutional 
revolution. here he 
dresses to the nines, 
ready to woo the 
women.

a new cruising cavalier, little Moe, arrives in the Crimea:
“Iran couldn’t appreciate me as the Russian women have.”
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IRAN

after centuries of 
relative torpor, 
a semblance of 
islamic nationalism 
and independence 
movements startle 
the European 
powers at the turn of 
the 20th century. 

Europe: “Oh my! The Muslims have woken up and are leaving the 
cradle.”
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The illustration 
pokes fun at the 
traditional, full-
body cover of the 
shah’s mother and 
the curiosity of the 
austrian delegation.

on the border with austria, government bureaucrats wait to honour 
the shah’s mother.
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austria (fox) holds 
bosnia, the meat, 
in his mouth as 
Germany (tiger), 
russia (bear), serbia 
(small dog, right) 
and Montenegro 
(dog, left) encircle 
it. Given that MN 
was subject
to the censors of
imperial russia,
the bear is often
unnamed in carica-
tures featuring
animals.

The balkan Question

Ba
lk

an
li 

m
əs

əl
əs

i

MOLLA NASREDDIN

With the Ottoman Empire 
on its last legs, the Balkans 
began to unravel, leaving 
Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece and 
Albania, amongst others, to 
fend for themselves against 
a slew of empires waiting on 
the sidelines, from Russia to 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
to Britain. Perhaps a nod to 
the strong tradition of folklore 
and fables in the southern 
Slavic region, Molla Nasreddin 
often used animals to portray 
various countries located or 
interested in the Balkans.

ThE
balkaNs



132 133MOLLA NASREDDIN

albania, caricatured 
as the large and 
fearless warrior, 
is surrounded by 
Greeks, ottomans 
and serbs. 

“I can smash all these tiny people to pieces with one kick but I am 
worried that it will scare away my neighbours.”
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u 
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 b
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THE BALKANS

foreign powers use the occasion to steal Crete.

a diminutive 
Greece, right, takes 
advantage of the 
ottoman Empire’s 
distractions, in this 
case a fight with 
albania, left, to 
pinch Crete on the 
sly.
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The island on the
bottom is Crete, 
the black dog above 
Greece and the man
at left with stick and
hat is britain, chasing
all the birds with
fez on their heads
back to anatolia.
italy bathes his legs 
in the water (left, 
partially pictured) 
while austria covers
his ears at the top 
(not pictured here) 
and russia, the 
bearded man, far 
right, watches with a 
large stick. The black 
dogs between russia 
and britain are 
serbia, top left, and 
bulgaria, top right.

The end of the Macedonian events (or the ejection of the Turks  
from Europe)

The Turks in anatolia
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THE BALKANS
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Entertainment faux-pas: inviting the balkans and ottomans to the 
same event.

The Turk, referring 
to serbia and 
bulgaria (seated): 
“When these friends 
are nice to me, 
something always 
goes wrong. You need 
to be careful, God 
willing.”
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 d
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while the russians, 
ottomans and 
serbians lounge in 
the background, 
austria tries to 
capture albania but 
make it seem as if it 
fell on its own.

austria: “We need to be very careful shaking the tree so that the apple 
falls itself.”
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The man crossing 
the log is austria, 
the case in front 
of him bosnia-
hercegovina and 
the heavy sack 
behind him, ‘35 
billion spent’. after 
three centuries 
of ottoman rule, 
bosnia-hercegovina 
was annexed by the 
austro-hungarian 
Empire in 1878.  
substantial amounts 
of time and money 
were invested to 
cultivate the state 
into a model colony 
in an attempt to 
counter the south 
slav nationalism 
sweeping the region.

“I am completely broke. I thought that it would be just like during 
Ottoman times.”

“A
y k

işi
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m
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under russia’s foot 
(bear) is a piece of 
meat marked ‘150 
million bulgarian 
currency’ while 
bulgaria (small fox) 
and Turkey (large 
fox) prowl nearby.

The balkan Question
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iran: “Doctor, enough! Please stop sucking my blood! I’d rather die 
and be done with it.” doctor: “No, no, your blood is ‘haram’, because it 
aspires to reform. We’re going to need to change every last drop.”
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z b
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The doctor applies 
hirudotherapy, 
in the form of 
leeches used for 
bloodletting, to his 
patient to cure the 
illness of reformism. 
'haram' means 
'forbidden'.

The corruption and venality 
plaguing the Caucasus at 
the turn of the century 
was a formidable foe for 
any progressive platform, 
including Molla Nasreddin. 
Of the several-headed 
hydra which drove political 
graft in the region, two are 
particularly important here: 
the competitive intrigue of 
Britain and Russia’s Great 
Game which lasted much of 
the 19th century, and the tug 
of war between reformists 
and traditionalists which 

created fertile ground for 
authority of all types – police, 
parliamentarians, businessmen 
– to scheme opportunistically 
with an ease that, in the 21st 
century, does not seem to have 
diminished.

rEforM
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ismail Gasprinski 
(1851-1914) was a 
prominent Crimean 
Tatar intellectual 
and proponent 
of educational 
reform in Turkic 
and islamic 
communities. 
founder of the 
journal Terğüman 
(‘Translator’), a 
progressive journal 
which ran from 1883 
to 1918, Gasprinski 
advocated unity 
among Turkic 
peoples, the need for 
education in one’s 
mother tongue, 
and modernisation 
through 
Europeanisation.

ismail beg Gasprinski

REFORM

The illustration 
satirises the 
collusion of 
the islamic 
establishment 
with the russian 
authorities and 
the culture clash 
between the two.
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.

a st. Petersburg commission studying the question of islamic 
schools



144 145MOLLA NASREDDIN

The religious 
establishment drives 
a wedge into the 
head of a reformist 
to impede his 
progress.

“I advise you to beat him in the brain so that he cannot understand our 
future plans.”

“M
əs

lə
hə

t b
ud

ur
 k

i, 
bu

nu
n 
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yn
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i c
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a 

dü
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.”

REFORM

The snake strangling 
the three people is 
labelled ‘ignorance’.
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devils, mollahs 
and others taunt 
the chained omar 
faeq Namanzadeh, 
a founder and 
co-editor of 
MN with jalil 
Mammadguluzadeh. 
Much like his 
colleague alekper 
sabir, Namanzadeh 
often ran into 
trouble for his biting 
satirical articles 
and worked under 
several pseudonyms, 
including umidvar 
(hopeful), umid 
(hope), laglagi and 
Mozalan.

“What happened, my son, to your justice, / That rising voice of yours? 
That big shot’s punishment of yours. / Was it as you said or as I said?” 

“N
ol
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 , b
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, ə
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 d
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ən
?”

REFORM

The illustration 
addresses russia’s 
difficulties in 
moving towards 
some element of 
representational 
government during 
the tumultuous first 
decade of the 20th 
century. The hen is  
a representative 
of the Third duma 
and has already 
broken the first and 
second, as can be 
seen by the eggshells 
in the foreground. 
as the french 
say, plus ça 
change…Today’s 
russia seems to 
be in a similar 
predicament: within 
three decades it has 
moved from non-
representational 
government in the 
soviet era to  
a chaotic period of 
representational 
government in the 
decade following the 
collapse of the ussr 
to an authoritarian 
semi-democracy 
under vladimir 
Putin. 

“Good job, now be careful not to break the third one as well.”

“A
y b

ər
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as soon as 
they realise the 
constitution 
provides certain 
powers to women 
– in this case, to 
gather publicly for 
a meeting – the 
same men who 
earlier rejoiced, top, 
immediately recoil 
from their support, 
bottom.
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“Long live the Turkish constitution! Long live the reforms!”

“Oh the horror! Is this reform? We don’t need this kind of constitution!”
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with only a mollah or only a khan, one cannot create a constitution. 
but put a khan and a mollah together and you’ve already got yourself 
a constitutional body.
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ayatollah Tabatabai 
feeds a bedridden 
omar faeq 
Namanzadeh 
with reforms 
(‘Meshruteh’, the 
iranian reform 
movement is written 
on his sleeve) while 
the bespectacled 
Censor, left, 
and Ijtihad  
(a newspaper), right,  
observe coolly.

Continued from issue 13

13
-c

ü 
nö

m
rə

də
n 

m
ab

ə’d

representing ‘old 
traditions’, left,  
and ‘old sciences’, 
right, respectively, 
two men stand in 
the way of a train 
labelled ‘progress’. 
‘regression’ is 
written on the back 
of the cleric’s head.

“We won’t let you move forward.”

“Q
oy

m
ar

ıq
 q

ab
ağ

a 
ge

də
sə

n.
”
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seeing them approach, the shop owner pretends to be asleep.
“I swear to God that the Haji has been asleep for two hours and I can’t 
wake him up.”

People from the Public Charity Committee come to pick up 
donations. 
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The reforms (baby) 
are pulled in one 
direction by the 
old Turks and in 
the other by Kemal 
Pasha, aka ataturk, 
while the young 
Turks stand, center, 
with a knife ready 
to cut the reforms 
loose.

ottoman reforms and the young Turks
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while a mutrib, 
a young boy in 
women’s dress or 
the equivalent of 
a minstrel, dances 
for him, the Emir of 
bukhara sits idly in  
a hammock, 
unaware that the 
‘future’ is cutting 
the strings holding 
it up. 

The russian 
authorities viewed 
the religious classes 
of the Caucasus and 
iran as allies who 
helped maintain 
the status quo. 
below the phrase 
‘education with 
arms’, a modern, 
educated azeri takes 
aim at the spectre 
of a mollah in an 
attempt to get rid 
of archaic islamic 
beliefs. 

The solar Eclipse: russian missionaries always say that the 
reactionary mollahs are our brothers in spirit.
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ottoman direction

REFORM

“No matter how many times I patch it up, there
always seems to be a new hole.” 
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Molla Nasreddin 
exposes the two-
faced policy of 
government clerks 
who try to appease 
both parties by 
playing one off the 
other.

To the peasant: “Don’t let the consulate shame you, I am on your side.”
To the Consul: “Don’t worry at all about this peasant who lacks  
a conscience.”

R
əi

yy
ət

ə:
 “Q

oy
m

an
am

 k
on

su
l s

iz
i i

nc
its

in
, m

ən
 si

zi
n 

tə
rə

fd
ar

ın
ız

am
”.

K
on

su
l: 

“B
u 

na
nə

ci
b 

rə
iy

yə
tə

 h
əç

 rə
hm

 la
zı

m
 d

ey
il.

”

REFORM

during the end of 
the Qajar’s reign  
(1794-1925), 
national assets such 
as tobacco and oil 
were auctioned off 
to foreign bidders, 
in particular britain 
and russia. These 
foreign powers came 
to play a decisive 
role in helping quell 
the Constitutional 
revolution, which 
they regarded as a 
liberal obstacle to 
their imperialist 
ambitions.

“Who wants to buy sweet Tehran?”

“A
y T
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“Look, if his beard were red, he would have been smarter.”

“M
əş

əd
i P

ir
ve
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at the turn of the 
20th century in the 
Caucasus, Muslims 
dyed their beards 
red and shaved 
their heads as a 
demonstration of 
outward piety.  
The illustration 
pokes fun at the 
clerics who believe 
Tolstoy, already a 
canonical figure 
at the time, could 
benefit from a 
similar tradition.

MOLLA NASREDDIN

Islam is the bogeyman par 
excellence of Molla Nasreddin. 
An advocate of bourgeois 
European mores, the liberal 
journal saw in Islam all 
that held Muslims behind: 
superstitions instead of 
science, double standards 
instead of women’s rights, 
collusion with colonial power 
instead of self-determination. 
In the latter years of the 
magazine’s publication, the 
critique of Islam acquired  
a more vindictive tone, with 
the arrival of Bolshevism 
providing further fuel to 
the editorial staff ’s already 
inflamed anti-Islamic rhetoric. 
We do not agree with the 

weekly’s position on Islam 
or religion in general but 
recognise the challenges  
MN was addressing, in society 
and in the role of the press. 
When viewed from the early 
21st century, on the heels 
of the incendiary Danish 
cartoons of the Prophet,  
MN holds an unflattering 
mirror to the world in which 
we live: without recourse 
to the lofty, if ineffectual, 
laws protecting freedom of 
speech, Molla Nasreddin railed 
unflinchingly against what it 
considered to be the obstacles 
to progress.

islaM
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a smart man is he who does not answer a question unless it is asked. 

foreground: Muslim reading room
background: armenian reading room
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ISLAM

doctor: “If you drink this medicine once every 100 years, then when  
the bottle is empty, you will be cured.”

H
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“Quiet! Walk out without making any noise. If not, the person we 
borrowed money from will find out and won’t let us leave!”

The illustration 
deplores the sorry 
state of azeri culture 
where actors cannot 
pay their own way 
and subsequently 
become indebted to 
hotel owners.
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ISLAM

“Listen, Kerbalai, to what I am telling you!”
“Wait, I am on my way to pray ...”

The ‘constitutional’ punishment for someone who doesn’t keep fast 
during ramadan in Tabriz.

despite its strong 
following amongst 
the leaders of the 
Constitutional 
revolution, Molla 
Nasreddin treated 
the movement with 
suspicion due to 
the ineluctable role 
played by religion. 
The reformers 
of the iranian 
Constitutional 
revolution here 
yell ‘long live 
the Constitution!’ 
(‘yaşasin meşrutə!’) 
while doling 
out traditional 
punishments.
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”

The man with the 
water jug is actually 
going to the toilet 
but shamelessly uses 
prayer as an excuse 
to avoid his inter-
locutor.
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“Where you taking that chicken, Kerbalai?”
“I am taking it as a gift to my Ms. Marusia at the hotel.”

“A
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The seemingly 
pious azeri Muslim 
delivers two  
chickens, a relative 
luxury, to the hotel 
room of his russian 
mistress.

The Tbilisi Muslims issue a request to the local government: 
“We all agree with the objectives set out in the document and are duly 
convinced of the need to open a brothel in the Muslim quarter.”
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husband and wife
“Listen, husband, come help me!”

in traditional 
Muslim societies, 
the man walks a 
certain distance in 
front of the woman. 
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russian Tatar wedding in Tbilisi

and they say that Muslims are not receptive to ‘russian culture’!
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“Do you have haqiqat newspaper?”
“We don’t carry Muslim papers. For one simple reason: you’re the first 
person ever to ask for one.”
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yet another position 
upon which funda-
mentalist Muslims 
and Evangelical 
Christians could get 
together and share 
best practices. 

it doesn’t hurt to always bear arms… 

ISLAM
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... as it is necessary for both praying and for fighting.
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just back from Mecca

a week later

a month later

The seemingly 
pious man can no 
longer restrain 
himself from sensual 
pleasures: one 
month after making 
the most important 
pilgrimage, the 
hajj to Mecca, 
he asks a mollah 
for a temporary 
marriage license 
that will grant him 
permission to be 
with a woman. 
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ISLAM

“Come here, honey, you’ll be my booty.”

“Listen, I am fine with the prices. I just request one thing: that you run 
away and I try to catch one of you. The one I get will be halal.”
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, g
əl

, ə
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during the ashura-
Tasua ceremonies 
commemorating 
the martyrdom of 
imam hossein ibn 
ali, participants 
flagellate themselves 
with chains or inflict 
wounds on their 
foreheads with 
swords as a sign of 
both solidarity and 
grief that they were 
not present to save 
hossein and his 
family.

“Mama, I haven’t eaten for several days. I am dying of hunger.”
“My child, your father injured himself during Ashura-Tasua and has been 
recovering for ten days. Be patient. Allah will help.”
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The future of st. Petersburg according to the Muslims  
(if no one gives them the evil eye)

relax, it’s all going to be fine. No one will bother you. 
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despite dreams
of grandeur in the
imperial capital of
st. Petersburg, 
top, from Muslim 
universities to 
Muslim theatres
to Mosques, in
reality, bottom, the 
Muslims are fast 
asleep, living
a fantasy.
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a father addresses 
his son outside of  
a gambling venue.

“Son, no need to go to school today. I’ve got a meeting at home and I’ll 
need your help.”
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Whether it was child labour, 
the oppression of women 
or the Azeri language, 
Molla Nasreddin turned to 
education reform as the 
single most effective means 
to achieve progress. Highly 
influenced by Jadidism,  
the Muslim educational 
reform movement in late  
19th century Russia,  
the magazine often 
underlined the barriers 
to reformist teachers in 
the Caucasus: conspiring 
religious clerics, ineffectual 

Russian authorities and old-
fashioned superstitions.  
MN reserves the bulk of its 
enmity, however, for the 
religious establishment, which 
it depicts as pitched in battle 
against any modernisation 
initiatives.

EduCaTioN
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instead of books or 
exercises, teacher 
and students have 
only pistols.

Exams at baku’s technical school

Ba
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opposed to 
educational reform, 
the mollahs rejoice 
as they bury the 
teacher in Ganjeh, 
azerbaijan’s second 
largest city. The 
russian officers, 
in the distance, are 
accomplices, having 
closed the school on 
the Tsar’s decree.

The teacher’s community buried in Ganjeh

G
ən

cə
də

 m
üə

lli
m

lə
r i

ct
im

am
im

 d
əf

ni



182 183MOLLA NASREDDIN

The old teachers 
are chased off for 
being too secular 
and moderate:  
according to azeri 
Muslim tradition 
at the time, a pious 
man should have  
a shaved head and  
a red beard.
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“You will suffer the same fate if you don’t shave your head.”

at an elementary 
school, the 
teacher shirks his 
responsibilities 
by sleeping and 
thinking up silly 
assignments for his 
students.

“The first one to catch 40 flies while I sleep, I’ll let go home.”

“M
ən

 d
ur

an
a 

ki
m

i h
ər

 k
əs

 q
ırx

 m
irç

ək
 tu

ts
a 

on
u 

az
ad

 el
əy

əc
əy

əm
.” 
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)

EDUCATION

a mujtahid is an 
islamic scholar able 
to interpret sharia 
(divine law) in a 
given situation using 
ijtihad (practical 
thought).

“Who is your Mujtahid?”
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The beginning of courses

D
ər

sl
ər

 b
aş

la
na

n 
gü

nl
ər

EDUCATION

a clear critique of 
the role of education 
in Muslim azeri 
society versus 
russian (Christian) 
society. 

The beginning of courses at a Muslim school
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Truant azeri kids 
tease the armenian 
kids on their way to 
school. To borrow 
from the lexicon 
of american pop 
culture, Molla 
Nasreddin sees the 
armenian kids as 
well-behaved, if 
somewhat nerdy, 
and the azeris as 
bad boys: naughty 
but cool.

“Look! The Armenians are passing by!”

“E
rm

ən
i h

ay
 er

m
ən

i!”

The inset picture 
shows the baku 
school for Muslim 
women, founded by 
the philanthropist 
haji zeinalabdin 
Tagiev. Today the 
building houses 
the institute of 
Manuscripts.
Girls coming to 
baku from the 
provinces were not 
forewarned of its 
closure and many 
found themselves on 
the street without  
a place to stay. in the 
end, their fathers 
were notified to 
collect them.

what a waste of a building!! due to ramadan (the month of fasting), 
the school is closed for one month. 
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“Even Sheikholislam has signed up his daughters at the Saint Nina 
school. It’s over. We’re finished.”
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“Son, go to work.”

(in a silk factory): “Good work, kid.  You make at least 10 kopecks 
here, so what exactly do you want school for?”
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 d
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The student recites 
the Koran. instead 
of performing his 
duties as instructor, 
though, the cleric 
earns extra money 
moonlighting 
with freelance 
assignments, such 
as this personalised 
prayer.

“Akhund gheferullahlekeh.”
“Be quiet! Don’t bother me! Can’t you see I’m writing a prayer for this 
woman?”
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“During 34 years of studying, I have studied 73 sciences and built up  
a fortress of knowledge, but I’m afraid to take a breath because it could 
all collapse.”
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father to son: “Over my dead body will I let you go to a school financed 
by the charitable ‘haram’ money of infidels!”

Many of the 
first schools in 
the Caucasus 
were financed 
by money from 
European nations 
or organisations. 
‘haram’ means 
‘forbidden’.
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The crowds blame 
astrological events 
for the dismissal of 
reformist teachers at 
a Muslim school in 
Tbilisi.

The teachers from ittifaq school in Tbilisi are fired.
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“All these misfortunes are due to Galileo’s comet”

EDUCATION
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Though it is not 
made explicit, 
the language the 
students are forced 
to learn is russian. 
from the early 
19th century to the 
fall of the ussr 
in the late 20th 
century, the russian 
language was used 
not only as a means 
of colonisation but 
also as a tool of 
education across the 
Caucasus.

Students: “Mirza, we also have our own tongue. Let us study it a bit 
also.” Teacher: “No. Azeri Turk is forbidden. I need to stuff this language 
into your mouth.”
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arabic, rhetoric, 
Grammar, 
handwriting, 
Natural sciences, 
arithmetic and 
religion have been 
stuffed into the 
student while farsi, 
algebra and Turkish 
remain to be fed.  

1st grade at ittifaq school
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The azeri protests at 
the various attempts 
to impose other 
languages – left to 
right: arab, russian, 
farsi – onto his 
mother tongue, 
azeri Turk. 

“Dear brothers, I already have a tongue so why are you trying to put 
others into my mouth!”
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both representatives 
of the Third duma, 
the right-wing Mon-
archist vladimir 
Pureshkevic, right, 
and f.f. Timoshkin, 
left, a nationalist 
who was elected 
head of the russian 
population of the 
Caucasus,  cut off the 
azeri man’s mother 
tongue, top, and pro-
ceed to sew him  
a new russian 
tongue, bottom.

at school, russian is the only maternal tongue.
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a critique of the 
self-centered and 
petty attitude of 
the mollah who 
should ostensibly 
be concerning 
himself with more 
important matters.

“My God, I wonder what those newspapers are writing about me in there.”
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Launched during a period of 
frantic publishing activity, 
Molla Nasreddin immediately 
distinguished itself with its 
acerbic tone, Azeri-Turkish 
language (instead of Russian 
or Istanbuli Turkish) and 
of course, the illustrations 
which made the magazine 
accessible to a whole slew 
of largely illiterate readers. 
The weekly engaged in 
debate with its more 
conservative counterparts 
such as Tazə Hayat or the pro-
Ottoman Füyuzat and had 
a considerable influence on 
Iranian periodicals during the 
Constitutional Revolution 
such as Nasim-e Shomal 

(1907-11) published in Rasht 
and Sur-e Esrafil (1907-08) 
in Tehran. In short, it was a 
heyday for pamphleteers and 
polemicists, a climate which 
today would be the envy 
of newspapermen, fanzine 
aficionados and bloggers. 
Despite the Russian Empire’s 
strict censorship laws and 
increasing instability in the 
region with the arrival of 
Bolshevism, Molla Nasreddin 
stayed its course of progressive 
dissent for the better part of  
a truly difficult decade.

PrEss
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The coffin bears 
the name Hayat, 
a conservative 
newspaper  which 
folded and was 
replaced by the more 
traditionalist Tazə 
Hayat. in staunch 
opposition to Molla 
Nasreddin’s secular 
liberalism, Tazə 
Hayat saw islam as 
the bedrock of azeri 
culture.

a page censored by 
the authorities.

The mollahs 
are incensed 
that the writers, 
pamphleteers 
and journalists in 
the neighbouring 
room dare to call 
themselves Muslim. 
Today, a similar 
battle rages across 
the Muslim world 
regarding what 
constitutes a ‘true’ 
Muslim.

“They say: ‘We are also Muslims.’”

for reasons beyond of our control, this page is empty.
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The pumpkins 
feature the names 
of different 
publications of the 
period from, the 
Caucasus, including 
Nour, Ershad, 
Dabestan, and Azad. 
The beginning of the 
20th century saw 
printing activities 
burgeon across the 
russian Empire due 
to the relaxation 
of censorship laws 
by Nicholas ii in 
response to the 
mass political and 
social unrest which 
culiminated in the 
1905 revolution. 
despite the wide 
variety of titles 
on offer and rare 
liberalisation of 
censorship laws, 
there were, alas, 
comparatively few 
readers.

“It’s impossible to grow any more than this, peace be unto Allah.  
But what am I to do with so many?”
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religious clerics 
beat ismail bek 
Gasprinski with 
declarations 
of shari’ia and 
accusations of 
infidelity. a Crimean 
Tatar, Gasprinski was 
a founder of jadidism, 
a movement aimed 
at reforming islam 
primarily through 
education.  
he holds a 
progressive 
publication in his 
hand, Terğüman 
(‘Translator’), 
which was heavily 
influenced by Molla 
Nasreddin.

PRESS

in a show of bravado, 
the illustration 
demonstrates that 
despite the religious 
establishment’s 
disapproval of Molla 
Nasreddin, the 
clerics still read it,  
if secretly.

“Listen, son, go buy a copy of Molla Nasreddin but don’t tell anyone.”
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“Today’s paper! Read all about it! Events in the Balkans, the Ottoman 
Empire, news from Bulgaria, Austria…!”
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The dynamic has 
been reversed: 
whereas five years 
ago the writer 
admonished the 
censors who recoil 
in fear, later it is 
the censors who 
bully writers. 
The situation is 
more difficult to 
caricature in the 
early 21st century, 
as writers and 
journalists do the 
job of the authorities 
by censoring 
themselves.

five years ago

Today
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