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He was more than an hour late. That’s the main 
reason I started writing all of this. For all that 
time, I had nothing else to do but eavesdrop on 
people’s conversations at the Red Lion. Initially 
when I got there, I had no idea the pub was a 
watering hole for BP’s office staff, whose head-
quarters turned out to be just half a block away. 
I was severely sleep-deprived for most of that 
spring and on that day in particular, running  
on more caffeine than I would normally con-
sume in a week. My memories of that day are 
very fragmented.
       Finding this place was certainly a bit of a 
trouble. The pub had no online presence and 
no mention in any city directories. I didn’t even 

CHAPTER ONE

51°30’29.9”N
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ence between the rich of Mumbai and the rich 
in London anymore,’ said the younger one in a 
thick Australian accent. ‘Think about it. A new 
citizenship has emerged. It is very much still in 
the making, but people are beginning to increas-
ingly transcend borders nowadays.’ 
 Taking a sip from his almost-empty wine glass, 
the older man nodded and followed with a sin-
gle-word: ‘interesting.’
 Either I was getting drunk or the pub was get-
ting louder. Spying on their conversation was 
increasingly burdensome. 
  ‘Think about it this way, the empire as you 
and I know it was dismantled. Deterritorialized,  
let say! But the riches were already widely 
re-distributed when that happened.’ 
 Suddenly amused, William interrupted as 
a corrective: ‘wealth extraction is an ongoing 
process.’ 
 After an obnoxiously loud and seemingly 
endless laughter, the young one once again 
spoke up. ‘I couldn’t agree more. In fact, that 
is exactly what my job title at Mount Morgan 
in Queensland entails. What I am arguing for, 
though, is that the power struggle around ‘ex-
tracting’ that wealth, as you call it, is no longer 
between a European figure at the center and the 
rest of the world. It’s between a different kind of 
us and them.’  

have the exact address. The only clue I had was 
at the bottom of Kiaan’s last email indicating it 
was located between Piccadilly and St James 
Square. I usually get nervous in places like this. 
Surely anyone would. The crowd was exclusive-
ly men in business attire, conversing loudly. 
They were talking about subjects that leave no 
real and lasting impressions on eavesdroppers. 
Everything from the unending small chatter to 
their office gossip and loud salutes felt like sit-
ting at a dinner table where everyone was refer-
ring to an inside joke that I haven’t heard and 
will possibly never pick up on in my lifetime. 
 I was sitting alone by the window, focusing 
my attention on the passers-by outside. At first, 
observing the sidewalk was a strategy for spot-
ting Kiaan’s arrival, but it quickly occurred to 
me that I had never met him and was clueless 
about what he looked like. As I tried to undo 
the logic behind staring out the window, I was 
captivated by the conversation behind me. They 
were two men sitting at a small table for three 
with one empty seat. One of them was a young 
professional in a navy blue suit, and the other 
an older man wearing a white dress shirt and 
a medical patch on one eye—I can’t remember 
which one. I involuntarily turned to face them 
once I overheard what they were speaking about. 
 ‘Come on, William, there really is no differ-
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time zone over here?’ 
 Still confused from the shock of being awak-
ened, I replied with a question, ‘You must be Mr. 
Haffar, correct?’
 I didn’t quite hear his response, but couldn’t 
think of any reasons why anyone else would 
know me in this place. He dropped off a black 
leather bag and walked toward the bar to order 
a drink. He was tall with all-grey hair and an 
extended goatee. I sensed that explaining what 
I needed from him would be easier than I had 
initially anticipated. When he returned, I asked 
how he recognized me in such a busy place, 
just to break the ice a little. He explained with 
a pleasant smile that much of his younger years 
were spent in this neighborhood and he knew 
every customer at the Red Lion by first name. 
Eventually though, he settled on a more believ-
able account about the fact that I don’t dress like 
people in this area and easily stood out. After a 
few minutes of small talk, I had to figure out a 
way to describe why I wanted to meet with him. 
Something felt awkwardly out of place anytime 
I attempted to find words to explain my inten-
tions. After gathering my thoughts, I shifted the 
conversation by posing a question. 
 ‘Do you enjoy Landscape Paintings, Mr. 
Haffar?’ His facial expression and body posture 
didn’t change a single bit. He was strangely  

 Convinced that I had much to contribute 
to their discussion and tired of having to sift 
through the ambient noise to decipher their 
words, I pushed back my stool to go over and in-
troduce myself. Just as I picked up my backpack 
to head over to their table, I heard someone call 
my name and felt a hand on my back. I immedi-
ately turned towards where I thought the voice 
was coming from, but no one was there. I kept 
hearing it, and felt something shake me again. 
The new voice was becoming increasingly more 
dominant and acting as yet another barrier be-
tween that interesting conversation and me. The 
third time I heard the voice it got louder and was 
coming from a different direction– right above 
my head. I looked up and there he was.  
 ‘My apologies for being late’ he said. ‘It’s been 
a long day in the office, and you didn’t provide a 
local number for me to contact and update you 
about the delays.’
 I felt somewhat confused. I looked back and 
the table behind me was empty. The pub was still 
busy and loud but no one was sitting at that table 
anymore. It took me a few seconds to regain my 
composure. 
 ‘I didn’t realize people go to sleep so early in 
the afternoon, especially on the rare occasions 
that London is covered in sunshine like this,’ 
he remarked jokingly.  ‘Operating on a different 
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way or another. Not document it, but intimately 
represent it. ’ He was nodding, so I continued: 
‘When you think about it long enough, any-
thing becomes a portrait, I guess.’ He stopped 
nodding. ‘Not in a metaphorical way but quite  
literally a face or a façade for something else. It 
could be captured through any medium, real-
ly, from a stick drawing on mud, to an amateur 
sonic field recording, to a poem.’ I wasn’t sure 
where I was going with that. Luckily, Kiaan in-
terrupted me.
 ‘Do landscapes become portraits if we put 
numbers on them?’ 
 I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, or what 
that really meant, so I tried to simplify an an-
swer. ‘Patterns are faces,’ I said, ‘and numbers 
in plural form are patterns, so I’d go as far as to 
argue that numbers are portraits too. Yes.’ 
 He jokingly acknowledged that if we were 
to follow my logic, it wouldn’t be too far off to 
claim that he was in his studio rendering faces 
all day.
 ‘So, are we here to bounce back and forth 
about landscapes and portraits all evening?’ he 
asked. 
 ‘To link this back to your first question, it 
wouldn’t be completely incorrect to assume that 
one of us is the the potential buyer of a land-
scape painting,’ I replied. 

comfortable with the question, almost as if ex-
pecting it.  
 ‘Well, that really depends. Are you selling?’ 
I didn’t hear him through the noise at first but 
he repeated himself almost instantly. ‘Are you a 
painter? Am I here to be sold one?’
 ‘Oh. No, no! I am just wondering.’ I said. ‘Yes-
terday I spent time at the National Gallery, and 
as you probably know, it’s flooded with roman-
tic landscapes. I am just curious what a surveyor 
thinks about the act of rendering land in that 
particular way.’ He smiled gently when I said 
the word “surveyor.”
 After contemplating the question for a few 
moments, he said, ‘I can’t claim to spend a great 
deal of time looking at paintings. To even think 
about them much for that matter. I have a couple 
of old portraits at home and those are faces that 
are very dear to me.’ I zoned out for the rest of 
that sentence. No matter how hard I try now, 
I can’t remember what he said afterwards. The 
next thing I heard was ‘What do you think about 
them? I suppose you have a deep interest to have 
travelled all this distance.’ 
 He was right. I am fascinated with them. 
 ‘Absolutely,’ I replied. ‘I am very invested 
in thinking about them. Landscapes. Portraits 
too. You know, that moment when certain peo-
ple feel the urge to represent something in one 
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spot. Something that made sense but also some-
thing that would inspire him enough to do the 
job that Sabzeghabaei needed him to do.  I ended 
up offering a twisted version of a narrative I had 
read a day prior to our meeting in Negarestani’s 
Cyclonopedia. My manipulated version differed 
only in its strategic exaggerations and a fabri-
cated connection to the request I reserved to 
introduce at the end of the anecdote. 
 ‘Historians gravitate toward different the-
ories and variations of the accounts narrated 
about the unnamed and supposedly demonic 
entity that I mentioned earlier. One unifying 
thread that most of them agree on is the con-
nection between the events of Susa’s massacre 
in 7th century BCE and the very first documented 
interactions with this creature. At that time, the 
capital of the Elamite Empire, the city of Susa, 
which is  now just north of Ahvaz, was sacked 
and razed to the ground under the auspices that 
a vast black creature had surfaced there. The 
idea was to contain the substance before further 
outward spillage. The horrific genocide that fol-
lowed was entirely based on the belief that any 
one coming in contact with the oozing substance 
is automatically complicit in its evil, and is to 
be eradicated without hesitation. Ashurbanipal, 
the commander-in-chief of the encroaching  
Assyrian army and this demon’s self-proclaimed 

 ‘I was right from the beginning then,’ he said, 
‘Hamid never told me that I’m being set up to 
purchase his nephew’s art.’
 By the time I was re-strategizing how to pro-
ceed with my request, he excused himself to grab 
a second drink. I was still working on my first; in 
fact, I’d barely touched it since his arrival. 
 ‘So, what is it that you do exactly?’ He asked 
upon his return.  
 ‘Right now, I am working as a research assis-
tant for an older friend in Iran. He hired me to 
help him think about the material and spatial di-
mensions of an ancient and unnamable demon!’ 
That sentence came out very awkwardly. I don’t 
even know why I worded it that way.
 He was momentarily taken by surprise and 
was no longer smiling. ‘Didn’t Hamid mention 
you’re a student?’ he asked. 
 I knew right away it wasn’t a good start before 
he even finished asking his question. I explained 
that I was indeed a student and followed with 
an apology for the lack of clarity. I remember 
exchanging a few sentences about University of 
Toronto and my hope to develop a piece of Fic-
to-Criticism in order to finish my degree. 
 He was curious to hear more about my research 
topic. Since I hadn’t developed any concrete ques-
tions or theses, I decided to tell him a story in-
stead. I had to come up with something on the 
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up the napkin next to my glass, pulled out a black 
marker from my backpack and quickly drew a 
side elevation of a Ziggurat. I also marked how 
the top was hypothetically extracted; leaving the 
part that still stands to this day before returning 
to my story with urgency.
 ‘As I was saying, the physical processes and 
material realities of the massacre were primari-
ly documented in Ashurbanipal’s words. Nowa-
days, however, younger experimental archaeol-
ogists such as my employers, Sabzeghabaei and 
his colleagues, are of the belief that the Assyrian 
army had devised a lasting scheme to protect 
against the resurfacing of the creatures. Their 
hypotheses are developed based on a series of  
illegal excavations. They commonly reference 
ancient legends detailing how Susa’s city plan-
ners frequently left life-size sculptures of black 
lions pointing to the sky wherever the unnamed 
substance surfaced. Academics haven’t been able 
to verify these legends through conventional  
linguistic means, but these underground archae-
ologists claim that the deteriorating artifacts 
they’ve excavated have been masterfully infused 
with a residual black powder on the surface that 
has remained intact over millennia. Although 
due to the high concentration of surface carbon, 
they haven’t been able to confirm the artifacts’ 
exact creation dates; they still insist that there 

cleanser ordered epigraphs be carved to eter-
nally monumentalize his strategies in Susa. He 
triumphantly wrote that in order to cleanse the 
kingdom of creatures, he carried away the bones 
of the Elamite people toward the land of Ashur, 
exhuming their tombs, exposing their contents 
to the bleaching rays of the sun and even sowing 
the land with salt and quicklime. Not even small 
animals that came in contact with the Elamite 
society were ultimately granted a second chance 
at life.’ 
 I gazed up momentarily to gauge how the sto-
ry was settling so far. He was listening closely 
and had a concentrated expression, so I contin-
ued without pause. 
 ‘Following the massacre, every built form was 
reduced to dust except the famous Dar-Untash 
Ziggurat, which was cut in half but not entire-
ly flattened. The legend goes that Ashurbanipal 
left the Ziggurat’s half exhumed base as a sym-
bolic monument to his dedication to the cause 
of cleansing the kingdom of these demons and 
their human sympathizers, should they ever de-
cide to resurface in this specific region.’
 ‘What does a Ziggurat look like?’ he asked 
abruptly, then quickly followed up by asking 
what exactly cutting one in half entailed. 
 At a loss for words on how to describe what 
the ancient mega-structure looked like, I picked 
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motivated me to help him look into it.’ 
 It was almost five o’clock on a Friday eve-
ning and hordes of people were pouring into 
the pub. It had already been busy when I first 
got there, but now it was way over capacity with 
many grabbing their pints and standing outside 
on the sidewalk. I could barely hear my own 
voice. Convinced that Kiaan was probably not 
following what I was talking about either and 
simply nodding his head out of respect, I sug-
gested leaving to find a quieter place to chat. He 
agreed and offered to pay for my drink before 
grabbing his leather bag and leading the way 
towards the exit. The moment I was no longer 
chatting with him, the eavesdropping impulse 
kicked right back in. On our way out, I heard 
multiple bits and pieces of people’s conversa-
tions that were mostly inaudible through the en-
compassing noise. The last thing at the Red Lion 
that I picked up on was an incomplete sentence 
spoken by an excited man addressing a large 
group of friends on the sidewalk.  The only part 
of the sentence that I clearly heard was: ‘…that 
last batch of condensate was trapped in a green 
cage, they’d be lucky if…’ 
 As we walked across the street I looked back 
and snapped a quick photograph before pro-
ceeding down towards St James Square. 
 Kiaan suggested we continue our conversa-

are connections between the oral traditions in 
the area these objects were found in and the fate 
of those Elamite monuments.  Apparently, old-
er nomadic communities on the peripheries of 
Susa today maintain a belief that Ashurbanipal 
ordered the collection of every single monument 
to be disposed of in the sea. Somewhere along 
the short journey to the Persian Gulf, conflict 
erupted between his commanders, and the victo-
rious ones ended up burying all the monuments 
before murdering the rest of the troops, spoliat-
ing the burial evidence, and fleeing north toward 
south Caucasus Mountains or today’s Armeni…’
 He interrupted again. ‘Hold on! So thousands 
of innocent citizens of this city were executed 
simply because they discovered crude oil?’ 
 Kiaan was incredibly sharp. He picked up 
where I was going with that story without any 
need for an ending. 
 ‘Exactly! Well, if you believe everything in 
those stories, then yes, Susa’s residents were 
actively engaged with oil on a daily basis.’ I con-
tinued quickly to take advantage of his attention. 
‘I’m in ongoing communication with Sabzegh-
abaei. As I told you, he is desperately trying to 
trace the myth of the couchant lion pointing up-
wards to something concrete. Something real. At 
first, his ideas came across as entirely nonsen-
sical to me too, but now a sense of curiosity has 
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the black lion statues as an ancient phenomenon 
closely related to the massacre of Susa. There 
has never been any documentation of them as 
physical forms and no credible historian claims 
to have seen them as erected monuments either. 
They have disappeared as a subject of interest 
altogether for thousands of years, and now Sa-
bzeghabaei thinks there is merit in opening a 
chapter of research on them.’
  ‘Any useful leads so far?’ 
 ‘Well, Yes. A few, at least. That’s exactly why 
we’re meeting. One of Sabzeghabaei’s close 
collaborators who studied here at the Imperial 
College in the early 90s suggested that the Royal 
Navy has recently released a series of dossiers at 
Kew Archives pointing to early reports of sailors 
spotting abnormalities on the horizon when they 
approached the northern shores of the Persian 
Gulf from certain directions. The abnormali-
ties were reportedly perceived as passant sil-
houettes. I spent a lot of time in those archives 
earlier in the week, and couldn’t find anything 
related. I even asked the staff to highlight any 
documents released after the 90s by the War Of-
fice or the Admiralty with tags related to Persia 
but no significant finds occurred.’ 
 ‘And?’
  I could sense that he was getting increasing-
ly impatient to hear what he had to do with all 

tion outdoors at a parkette in the middle of the 
Square. I had no preference and the weather was 
appealing. We sat on a bench facing east. I knew 
exactly which direction we were facing. Before 
my trip I downloaded a Google store app called 
Coordinate Pro that turned my phone’s screen-
saver into a low-brightness compass. The logic 
was that it could help me navigate the new city 
without breaking the bank with roaming fees.  
 ‘You were saying?’ he said as soon as we sat 
down. Noticing the long pause, he realized I’d 
completely lost my train of thought and offered 
help.
 ‘You were talking about your friends, the ones 
who are looking into the demonic lions.’ 
 ‘Right! As I said, these oral stories refer to 
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Reynolds dismisses the rumors in the last tele-
gram as “undoubtedly associated with the mad-
dening summer heat in Masjid-i-Suleiman” and 
encourages the syndicate financiers to invest in 
an ice-producing unit close to the exploration 
fields.’
 ‘That’s really fascinating,’ he acknowledged. 
‘What did the messages in-between say? Did  
the surveyors see the same silhouettes as the 
sailors?’
 I shifted gears to finally get to my request. 
 ‘As you may know, at the archives all telegraphs 
are numbered, and of course, the archivists and 
intelligent services can legally withhold infor-
mation for any reason. In this case, the num-
bers in the sequence have gaps. The two mid-
dle telegrams are missing from governmental 
holdings. When I told Sabzeghabaei’s team 
about it, they were deeply disappointed but at 
the same time hopeful that the copies sent to the 
residential address in Stanmore might still ex-
ist. Those hopes were also slashed when I went 
all the way up there yesterday to check on that  
address.’
  ‘Is it a condominium now?’ he interrupted to 
ask. He said it with a serious tone and expres-
sion, but I found it quite humorous in a dark 
sort of way. His question wasn’t actually far off 
from reality and I assumed his constant fore-

of this. If it wasn’t for my uncle arranging this 
meeting, I am sure he would have left long ago. 
 ‘In search of the Navy reports, I went through 
many mundane documents. Amongst them was 
a three-volume series of leather bound publica-
tions that have been in the public records since 
at least the 1970s. They contained all Foreign 
Office meeting minutes and communications 
from 1899-1909 regarding negotiations for a 
commercial concession to explore and extract 
potential hydrocarbon reserves in Persia. The 
best way to describe their contents would be 
countless pages of diplomatic and legal jargon 
traveling through telegraphic cables from the 
British Embassy in Tehran to colonial offices 
in Baghdad, Delhi and London. Nothing useful 
for us there, really. Near the end of the third vol-
ume however, I noticed copies of telegrams sent 
by the Exploitation Syndicate’s head driller. In 
contrast to everything else that was sent to the 
Syndicate’s main office at 44 Grosvenor Sq and 
the Foreign Office Headquarters, this package 
of four telegrams were also CC’d to “Stanmore 
Hall.” Worried for the health of his colleagues, 
the driller, Reynolds, opens by vaguely refer-
encing his junior staff’s claims indicating that 
in the earlier weeks, multiple accounts of hallu-
cinations were reported. Apparently, these were 
only experienced amongst the land surveyors. 
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He was an older man, maybe in his late sixties. 
He mentioned that the gate had looked the same 
way for decades since he started working there. 
After contemplating about it more, he empha-
sized that it might have fell during the time the 
property was offered to media companies as a 
location for multiple film productions before he 
was hired. I haven’t yet had time to look into that 
connection myself but I updated Sabzeghabaei, 
and since yesterday, this is the oldest image he 
was able to find of the gates. It is a screenshot 
from a 1962 TV series called The Saint.’
 It took me a while to pull up the image on my 
phone and hand it to him.
 ‘Oh! I see what you mean now. That one in 

shadowing to be a sign of sustained interest and 
potential will to help out. 
 ‘In some ways, it is,’ I replied. ‘From the bot-
tom of the hill, it looked like a magnificent man-
sion all in one piece. When I got closer to talk 
to the doormen, the situation turned out to be 
more complicated that I thought. The proper-
ty is now divided and sold as separate smaller 
units. Whoever lived there in 1909 is certainly 
nowhere to be found anymore. Convinced that 
this thread was just another loose end, I spent a 
few minutes walking the property’s perimeters. 
I was returning to the main entrance from the 
east, when I noticed something odd about the 
structure. There are four pillars next to the main 
gates, two on each side. Three of them act as 
plinths for rampant lion statutes. They probably 
have to do with the original owners’ coat of arms 
or something.  The farthest one to the east, how-
ever, is vacant. It’s easy to assume that it was de-
stroyed in an accident or fell naturally over time, 
but oddly enough there is a very straight cut line 
where the lion’s feet would have met the base. 
It was too clean to be an accidental occurrence, 
in my opinion. Curious to find out the missing 
lion’s fate, I asked the concierge team near the 
gate. They were clueless and rung their manag-
er to come to the door to speak with me. When 
he arrived, I posed the same question to him. 
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and gradually shifting toward scrutinizing the 
surface of the targeted fields. Practically, this 
tactic of painstakingly analyzing the surface 
as a way of anticipating what is buried under-
neath is manifesting in his team members filling  
pages upon pages of field reports. These often 
include descriptions or drawings detailing what 
the ground looks like in relation to the hori-
zon line when observed using only one eye. 
They carry out other forms of fieldwork too; 
sonic documentations, core samples, etc. The 
primary focus, though, is on a particular kind 
of limited looking. In the textual descriptions, 
Sabzeghabaei has already noticed instances 
where his team members invent elements that 
simply don’t exist in the photographic documen-
tations. Initially, he suggested that the intense 
seasonal heat could be responsible for lack of 
proper attention. To explore the reason behind 
the discrepancy further, he has invested in a 
few retroreflectors and ground stations to help  
produce more measurable accounts. He passion-
ately frames the drawings and texts produced 
through this experimental method as ‘demonic 
portraits,’ but I much prefer to refer to them as 
speculative excavation. We were thinking that 
performing similar exercises here might bare 
useful results.’ 
 ‘What do you mean? In Stanmore?’ He asked 

the end is missing,’ he said while pointing and 
showing the photograph back to me. Nodding to 
confirm his observation, I replied, ‘Yes, we know 
it’s been missing since that time, at least. Both 
Sabzeghabaei and I agree that whoever decided 
to remove that lion and seriously trifle with this 
neo-gothic marvel’s symmetrical weight must 
have had a pretty convincing reason. Neither of 
us can shake off the hypothesis that there could 
be a correlation between Reynolds’ telegraphs 
about the Syndicate’s surveyors tripping in the 
heat and the absence of the eastern rampant. 
I am here to humbly ask for your expertise to 
carry out some experiments to help trace those 
possible connections.’ 
  He stayed silent for a few moments.
  ‘Mr. Haffar? We would be more than happy 
to compensate you for your time and services, 
of course. I can elaborate on what Sabzeghabaei 
means by these experiments, if you’re interest-
ed.’ He said he was, so I continued. 
 ‘As I mentioned before, the researchers I 
work for are very experimental in their meth-
odologies. When looked at through the lens of 
accepted archeological conventions, one could 
consider most of their approaches absurd at 
best, if not completely useless. In spite of that, 
I find great merit in their trials. Most recently, 
they are moving away from digging the ground 
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ing how anyone can possibly make that conclu-
sion, especially with that degree of temporal 
accuracy. 
 ‘At the heart of every good story is a well lu-
bricated engine that-’ I couldn’t bring myself 
to even finish the sentence. Instead, I tried to 
honestly explain the issue. ‘Apparently, Sabze-
ghabaei is too paranoid to openly share all his 
sources and I am not sure how those connec-
tions are made. The last time we spoke, he asked 
me to proceed by finding a land surveyor to help 
document a few potential sites of burial, hence, 
here and now we are speaking about all this.’ 
  On one hand, he seemed quite invested in the 
story already, asking whether we had identified 
any specific sites where the surveys might take 
place. On the other hand, I could hear a sense 
of hesitation in his voice when he asked about 
the legality of Sabzeghabaei’s activities and  
explaining the lengthy process of receiving per-
mits for surveying privately owned land in the 
UK. Feeling that I was getting closer to receiving 
a definitive answer from him, one way or the 
other, I continued. 
         ‘Considering that the statue’s burial could 
have easily been disguised as a typical funeral, 
we all agree that it is most intuitive to carry out 
the first trials in that district’s local cemetery.  
I took a walk to the old cemetery yesterday and 
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in a confused tone. 
 ‘Yes, in that area. Again, to remind you of 
our agenda, we are speculating whether bury-
ing certain forms under the ground results in 
any particular irregularities on the surface if you 
look at it in a specific way or under certain con-
ditions. If we suppose that the missing lion at 
the gates of Stanmore was singled out, removed 
and mobilized by a set of historical owners, then 
it makes sense that they must have felt a strong 
connection to that one in particular. Of course, 
one can argue that the removal could have been 
a tributary gesture where the statue was gifted to 
someone else or even stolen from the property, 
but Sabzeghabaei tends to believe the owners 
had every reason to order its burial somewhere 
around 1908, just like Ashurbanipal asked for 
the Elamite monuments to be disposed of.’
 I had no idea how to justify drawing such a 
tenuous conclusion to Kiaan. When I demanded 
Sabzeghabaei make the background connections 
more transparent for me, his only response was 
that ‘at the heart of every good story is a well-lu-
bricated engine that pumps life into it,’ and in-
sisted that revealing his sources would amount 
to robbing me of the pleasure of conducting the 
research in the long run! 
 Kiaan was clearly an intelligent person and 
obviously picked up the loose end, quickly ask-
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with a colleague of his who worked on the week-
ends. Happy to notice his interest in helping us, 
I thanked him and asked for the new survey-
or’s contact information. He said since the new 
technician (whose name was Peter) was his sub-
contractor, it would be in our best interest if he 
spoke with him first and had him contact me by 
the end of the day. I just needed the final report, 
so I agreed. 
 Sensing that our meeting was coming to an 
end, I thanked him again for agreeing to meet 
in such a short notice and taking the time to 
listen to my request. He smiled and said that, 
although my proposal was very odd, it was cer-
tainly more entertaining than most of his daily 
tasks. Before grabbing his bag to leave, he asked 
whether I knew how to get to my destination. I 
had a rough idea.
 ‘The end of the Piccadilly line connects to 
the overground that I am staying on,’ I said. He 
was also planning to take the underground, so 
we decided to walk together to the station. 
 All of our earlier conversations were strangely 
transactional, entirely dominated and anticipated 
by a request. Curious to know more about him, 
I asked how he knew uncle Hamid as we walked 
up the street and passed the Red Lion again.  
 ‘We’ve been friends for almost forty years 
now,’ he said. ‘We originally met in the the early 

it seems to be adjacent to a half-dismantled an-
cient church left in ruins. A new Baptist church 
has been erected only a few meters from the old 
one and I got a chance to chat with one of the 
caretakers briefly. He was certain that all burials 
between the turn of the century and the early 
1920s were taking place in the Northwestern 
quarters of the ruined church, so I propose we 
start there. Before you make a decision about 
whether you are willing to help out or not, let me 
emphasize that I have looked into it and there 
is nothing legally questionable in arriving in the 
public cemetery with a bunch of reflectors and 
ground stations. The mayor’s online interface 
indicates that photography and other forms 
of visual documentation are allowed in public 
spaces without a permit, as long as the project 
doesn’t involve a film crew of more than ten in-
dividuals. I don’t think it would be misleading to 
claim that we are merely capturing a superficial 
footage of the cemetery grounds.’ 
 He thought about it for a few seconds and 
agreed that working in a public cemetery 
wouldn’t be an issue, that he had done it in the 
past without any troubles, before asking wheth-
er I had any experience with precision tools. I 
acknowledged that I didn’t and he took his time 
to think about it further. 
 Eventually, he suggested to put me in contact 
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here again since then.’
 I was surprised. I didn’t know why I had as-
sumed he was an immigrant.  Even more curi-
ous, I asked whether that meant he wasn’t fluent 
in Farsi. His response further confused me. 
 ‘I can’t speak Farsi at all,’ he said. ‘My fa-
ther was born in Karachi and my mother was 
Armenian so we only conversed in English at 
home. Although my father had a good grip on 
the language, he never made any efforts to hand 
it down to my siblings and me.’
 Throughout our entire conversation, I had as-
sumed he was Iranian. Even the way I narrated 
my research was entirely dependent on presum-
ing that he had all the cultural and geographical 
references present to unpack it. I suddenly had 
so many questions I wanted to ask, but we were 
almost at the station. The weather was incredibly 
pleasant and I wasn’t planning on going home 
yet. As I was getting ready to depart, he contin-
ued with comments about why his father spoke 
Farsi well.
 ‘He picked it up working at the Anglo-Iranian 
Oil Company for a few decades, In Abadan for 
most of that time, but also in Ahvaz and Bushire. 
He used to talk about the history and social fab-
ric of those cities all the time. To be frank, that 
is the main reason I find your work here quite 
captivating.’ 

80s when we were both at New York Institute of 
Technology, but he also spent a fair amount of 
time here after we finished school.’ 
 The latter part was news to me. I had no idea 
my uncle lived in London at some point. 
 It turned out they lived together for a short 
period when he decided to move to London 
to help two childhood friends who were in-
jured during the Iran-Iraq war. I had heard of 
UN-sanctioned humanitarian agreements be-
tween the Iranian government, Germany, France 
and England to facilitate the issuance of medical 
visas to treat victims of Saddam’s chemical at-
tacks on the Faw peninsula. Kiaan mentioned 
that Hamid’s injured friends made it to London 
through one of those programs. What I gathered 
from the rest of his story was that they all lived 
in his parents’ basement during that summer 
and were engaged in pacifist activism. 
 I had been meaning to ask about his depar-
ture from Iran since I met him and this seemed 
like an appropriate opportunity. I knew my un-
cle moved to New York on a student visa two 
years before the revolution, so I opened right 
there. 
 ‘Hamid left in ‘77. When did you move here?’ 
I asked. 
 ‘I was born here, actually. Just moved to New 
York for school for a few years and settled back 
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and unfounded assumption that I had formed 
about this person, but I was already imagining 
his father as a rig operator or something along 
those lines.
 I used that as a point of entry and asked 
whether his last name had anything to do with 
his father’s duties in the company. That sort 
of etymology is something I constantly think 
about. He found it rather humorous, however. 
After a good laugh, he fleetingly said, ‘Haffar is 
a particularly inappropriate last name for some-
one suffering acutely from trypophobia,’ before 
elaborating that he was clueless about his distant 
ancestors’ occupation, speculating the possibil-
ity of them having been grave diggers, treasure 
hunters or a combination of both. 
 Trypophobia! I didn’t find out what that 
meant until later at night. Apparently, it is a sci-
entifically unproven mental disorder that few 
individuals claim to suffer from. It is referred 
to as any form of intense and irrational fear or 
anxiety of physical forms with multiple holes 
and bumps. Most interestingly, the term ‘try-
pophobia’ was supposedly coined by an online 
participant in a forum dedicated to investigating 
this condition, when the scientific community 
consistently dismissed the issue as a hoax.
 Nodding and pretending to get his joke to 
avoid an awkward encounter, I hinted at my 

 Before he finished his speech, I felt some-
thing come over me. It was a complex sensa-
tion that was ineffable for the most part; a sen-
sory mix-up that was all encompassing from the 
skin’s surface all the way into the internal organs 
and out again. It truly was a combination of ev-
erything from tingling on the skin, to heightened 
heartbeat, nausea, confusion and feeling frozen. 
It was altogether quite odd. I stood still for a 
moment at the station’s entrance to let these 
sensations settle. He kept on talking, though I 
couldn’t remember what he said. 
           It was hard to accept it as a coincidence. 
I had randomly came across a surveyor in a city 
I’d never been to before, who happened to be 
the son of an oilman working exactly around the 
landscapes I’d been fascinated with for years.  I 
couldn’t just bring myself to spend the rest of 
the evening as a tourist, knowing I’d let a poten-
tial story get away easily like that. I asked if it 
was okay for us to ride the metro together.  He 
was fine with it, so we did. 
 As we descended into the tube, I was review-
ing our conversations earlier. It occurred to me 
that the clearest indication about his father’s role 
had always been right in front of me. I felt stu-
pid for not realizing it earlier but his last name, 
Haffar, literally translates to digger or driller in 
Farsi and Arabic. It could be yet another basic 
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that he was on a long trajectory to project an 
unpleasant combination of modernist nostalgia 
and neo-liberal propaganda. 
 Before we got in the station, I was trying to 
get to know him better, but now as we accelerated 
under the face of the metropole, I was searching 
deep for the specter of his father through him.
 ‘Your father lived in Karachi, you mentioned. 
How did he end up in Abadan?’ I asked.
 He corrected me first before expanding on 
the story. ‘He was born there but actually lived 
in Mumbai for most of his youth.’ I couldn’t take 
his words with absolute certainty. Purportedly, 
his father had helped with the decommissioning 
of the Inland Customs Line before taking a job 
as a laborer to a master mason that was commis-
sioned to construct George Nathaniel Curzon’s 
mansion. 
 [South Kensington. Arriving in South Kensington 
Station.] 
 When the synthesized female voice on the 
train made that announcement it didn’t register 
at first, but then Kiaan signaled this was where 
he was getting off. In the last few moments, I 
got increasingly anxious to hear something of 
substance in his story. 
 I interjected to ask whether his father noticed 
anything strange or unusual about working in 
Abadan. Despite not knowing how I would de-

question again. 
 ‘Did your father work the rigs?’ 
 ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘He was more on the logisti-
cal side of things – construction, mainly. Started 
as an assistant in the development workshops 
in Agha Jari, if I remember that name correctly, 
and climbed the corporate ladder to become the 
general manager of Abadan’s brick-producing 
factories. He held that position until a year or two 
after the war when he eventually relocated here. 
His stories from the golden days of Abadan were 
always so inspirational. The labor, the will, the 
brain behind that kind of progress! He not only 
saw the whole thing constructed from scratch 
on top of a barren desert, but also actively con-
tributed to it. It wouldn’t be an overstatement 
to claim that the motivation behind my involve-
ment in this trade is largely a result of his stories 
of industry in Abadan.’
 His speech came across as a little disappoint-
ing. Firstly, he actually used ‘barren desert’ to 
describe one of the most well-irrigated terrains 
in the Middle East, historically known for its 
productive rice crops and palm plantations. It 
was too reminiscent of how those colonial doc-
uments at Kew referred to Abadan. Things like 
‘land with potential, rendered worthless by Arab 
apathy,’ or referring to industrial extraction as 
‘prizes from fairyland.’ Secondly, I could sense 
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fine ‘unusual’ or ‘strange,’ he still offered a quick 
narrative. He said, ‘my father always used salty 
language when referring to the company staff 
that were responsible for the construction of a 
cinematic complex right before he left that job. 
Contrary to everything else in the enclaves con-
trolled by the oil company, they did not order 
the exterior bricks for this new cinema through 
him. He obviously found it disrespectful and 
held a grudge against them for decades.’ 
 By the time those sentences were finished, he 
was already walking to the exit while still facing 
me. I reached over to shake his hand, hastily ask-
ing whether he knew the name of the cinema and 
where the bricks actually came from.  
 ‘Here,’ he said right before departing.
 I stayed on the same train. Kept traveling 
down the tube until the end of the line. 
 I didn’t find out that he was talking about 
cinema Taj until months later when I arrived in 
Abadan. I barely knew anything about the city’s 
cinemas back then, except, of course, the infa-
mous story of an arson attack on Cinema Rex that 
triggered the events leading to the ’79 revolution. 1

1. Sabzeghabaei and his entire team disappeared that weekend.  
I never received a response to any of my attempts to contact them 
again. The last message I received was a short note thanking me  
for forwarding the surveyor’s ground station’s memory card contents. 
His other assistant was also CC’d in the message and sent me a 
separate follow up email confirming that the files worked properly.
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Ahmad’s home was in an old-fashioned Ahvaz 
neighborhood, precisely on the boulevard where 
Hasir Abad 2 meets Zeytoun Kargari 3. 
 Amin and I got there shortly before one 
o’clock in the afternoon. It was scorching hot 
and the city felt eerily empty. Most citizens 
avoid leaving their houses during the heat waves. 
Amin had visited several times in the past, but 
it was my first time meeting Ahmad. They are 
distant relatives, and that’s exactly how I was 
introduced to him. My friendship with Amin was 

CHAPTER TWO

31°18’41.8”N
48°45’48.7”E

2. ‘Hasir’ literary translates to a wicker mat. ‘Hasir Abad’ is historically 
used to refer to informal, vernacular housing settlements that would 
have been covered by wicker structures.
3. Workers’ Quarters
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cause all the lights were off, but peeking through 
the open windows I could see silhouettes of 
people watching TV. The girl stopped by the 
entrance to one of the four rooms surrounding 
the courtyard and said, ‘Baba Ahmad is here,’ 
before running toward the room with the TV. 
Amin slowly opened the door and made some 
noises to alert him that we were coming in. 
 Ahmad got off his bed and invited us inside 
with many kind words. From the very first look 
we exchanged I was affected by his charismat-
ic presence. Before I got a chance to introduce 
myself and thank him for agreeing to meet with 
us, I heard someone speak from the corner of 
the room near the window. 
 ‘Kar, Vahdat, Pishraft!’ 4

 The voice was strangely artificial. I was con-
vinced for a few seconds that it was a halluci-
nation resulting from that excessive heat and 
dehydration. I looked over apprehensively. It 
was actually a grey parrot sitting on top of an 
armchair tucked to the corner in the shadow.  
I pretended that I didn’t see the bird, in case it 
was my brain’s hyper vivid fabrication. As we 
shook hands, Ahmad’s first words confirmed 
its presence. 
 ‘He’s been my best friend since Roya passed 

 4. Work, Union, Progress!

very fresh too. We were introduced to each other 
quite serendipitously in Tehran through one of 
Sabzeghabaie’s contacts only three days before 
deciding to make the trip south. 
 We knocked on the metal doorframe several 
times and waited without a response for at least 
ten minutes. In the meantime, we decided to 
walk around the perimeters while Amin finished 
his cigarette. It was a captivating old house. The 
exterior facade was renovated with assorted 
marble offcuts, concealing the inside’s breath-
taking beauty. The entire structure including 
its decorative elements, steps and even window 
frames were constructed using fired mud bricks. 
The best way to describe their color would be a 
desert-brown that’s been bleached and de-sat-
urated under the sun. Thinking we may have 
arrived at the wrong time and ready to leave, I 
heard someone open the door. She was a young 
child. I spotted her at the door first as Amin was 
already unlocking his car. He came over, greeted 
her, and asked whether her Agha Joon was home. 
She said he was, and led the way to his room. 
 All the interior rooms were constructed 
around a central courtyard and a small garden. 
A massive palm stood right in the middle and 
the main entrance was connected to the yard 
through an arched and narrow hallway. I as-
sumed everyone was taking a midday nap be-

31°18’41.8”N
  48°45’48.7”E
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from recent price fluctuations in the date market 
to childhood memories of getting lost in palm 
plantations.
 Ahmad faced me and smoothly asked what 
brought us to Khouzestan in the ‘date cooking’ 
season. We all tittered and I took the conver-
sational pause to slip in a tangential transition 
to Sabzeghabaei’s projects in the city’s suburbs.  
He was unfamiliar with these explorations, so I 
elaborated on the missing Elamite monuments 
and the possibility of Ashurbanipal’s plans for 
perpetuating the struggle against the creatures 
detailed in the epigraphs. I intentionally left out 
any mention of the telegraphic records in Kew, 
Stanmore’s missing statue and what happened 
in the cemetery. I gathered from his initial com-
ments that he had next to no interest in hearing 
more about this line of research. 
  ‘That’s quite disappointing to hear in my age!’ 
he said. ‘I always hoped the younger generations 
have a smarter vision of politics. To observe that 
even you have fallen for these narcotic supersti-
tions is, well, sad, to say the least. This attitude 
of narrating the struggles and violence associ-
ated with petroleum as some mystical resource 
curse is exactly what the Middle East, the citi-
zens of Khouzestan and most likely those poor 
souls of Susa have suffered from since the be-
ginning. Oil is neither a curse, nor an inherent 

away,’ he said. ‘We first met when he arrived 
aboard a vessel delivering a shipment of cotton 
from Singapore. I hated him on multiple occa-
sions throughout the years, especially when he 
picked up all that nationalist nonsense. These 
days, we are friends again.’ 
 I commented on the peculiarity of having 
a pet that can memorize and re-animate the 
sounds of the past. In response, he joked about 
the possibility of the parrot outliving him and 
becoming a source of posthumous embarrass-
ment every time it vocalizes something stupid. 
 Once we sat down, he offered to make us 
tea but Amin insisted that it was too hot for 
that. Instead, Ahmad pushed the plate of dates 
next to his bed toward us, advertising them as 
‘Braim Dates, the sweetest one can find in both 
worlds.’ Initially, I didn’t catch the reference. 
After our meeting, Amin explained that Braim 
is the name of one of the oldest and most luxu-
rious districts in Abadan that was set up for the 
company’s foreign employees, now exclusively 
reserved for senior managers working at NIOC.5 
Following Ahmad’s offer, he and Amin went on 
a relatively long and incredibly in-depth conver-
sation about the wide variety of dates that exist 
in this region. Subtopics in their dialog ranged 

31°18’41.8”N
  48°45’48.7”E

5. National Iranian Oil Company



PRIZES FROM FAIRYLANDPRIZES FROM FAIRYLAND58 59

31
°1

8’
41

.8
”N

  4
8°

45
’4

8.
7”

E 31°18’41.8”N
  48°45’48.7”E

sensus around the issue was that the wandering 
war-machines in the Gulf would strike at any 
moment if the undistracted flow [of oil] was cut 
for any reason. That is how the curse was con-
ceived.  Under that light, the day laborers, drill-
ers, mechanics, bus drivers, cooks, technical in-
structors and everyone else down the logistical 
chain were thought of as mere tools, alienated 
subjects and souls without agency. Yet, my col-
leagues and I in the fields had the power to bring 
the thirsty giant and its imperial counterparts 
to their knees simply by placing a pathetic Gheroon 6 
in the right places. When power in the form of 
revenue and energy is concentrated in limited 
areas; inside the pipeline or pumping stations 
for example, it becomes as much a curse for the 
powerful as it is for everyone else. The power 
of insurgency and sabotage is what puts differ-
ent actors in these regions on similar terms with 
each other, rendering the whole curse mentality 
pointless.’ 
 A political animal! He outright dismissed  
Sabzeghabaei’s theories about the lions of Susa, 
the massacre and Ashurbanipal’s rebellious 
commanders as haziyoon;7 just to emerge out of 

6. The common currency during the severely bankrupt Qajar dynas-
ty. Due to its historic value depreciation, it is a used in speech to 
refer to coins of minimal value.

material source of evil. If you insist on talking 
about it as a ‘creature,’ it might be most appro-
priate to refer to it as a political animal; a be-
ing that equally politicizes everyone around it, 
but not an underground demon. The curse is a 
fabrication in its entirety. It is a strategy, a tool 
to cope with the power imbalances caused by 
oil’s revenue and its modern presence. It will, 
no doubt, be useless once ultimately some form 
of equilibrium is reached.’ 
 Our conversation got serious so rapidly. He 
passionately disagreed with our word choices, 
dismissed Sabzeghabaei's theories as ‘ridiculous’ 
and moved on without much input from either 
Amin or me. Before I got a chance to ask my 
questions, he went on without a pause. 
 ‘Amin knows all of this. My grandfather was a 
Bakhtiari khan. My father, the chief of the Pipe-
line Guardians. I still began at the very bottom 
and you see my life today. If there was anyone 
to believe in the curse, it would be me. I tell you 
not to give in. There was never a plan to bury 
the animal forever. The idea was to regulate the 
means of access; to put it in a cage, and negoti-
ate who gets to pet it and when. To think of all 
this as hallucinations, a curse if you will, is to 
enter the struggle having already accepted de-
feat. Take me as an example. When the British 
were running the business here, the general con-
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ing ancient creature but its alive and young  
kin, Right?’ 
 He pulled out a folded piece of paper from 
the box and handed it to me as he finished the 
sentence. It felt very old and fragile to touch. 
I carefully unfolded it and laid it on the table. 
It was a hand drawn plan of a bungalow with 
a thick colored border around it. I wasn’t sure 
what I was looking at until he spoke again. 
 ‘It might look bright pink on paper but reified 
as lush vegetation in reality! This is one of the 
earliest projects I was assigned when I finally 
landed an official position with the oil company. 
The team supervisor gave me this drawing and 
asked for hedges to be planted all around the 
highlighted perimeters. The bungalow and the 
rest of the structures were already in place, but 
their sand-covered boundaries were undefined 
with the unpaved street. A handful of garden-
ers and I worked on it for a good two weeks or 
so. We used to occasionally sleep in the unfur-
nished house and speculate who might occupy 
the suburban beauty. Roya and I were newly-
weds those days. Of course, I felt bad for not 
going home, but staying there was a luxury nev-
er afforded to any of us living near Bahmanshir 
and Ahmadabad. It wasn’t until many years later 
that I discovered the Lord of the Admiralty and 
his highest-ranking inspectors used to reside in 

it with an imagination saturated with animals, 
insurgencies and war-machines. I could barely 
see any difference. Impatient to envision the 
imaginary geography that he began to render 
for us, I asked what the cages were made of? The 
ones taming this ‘political animal’ or as Sabzegh-
abaei would have framed it, the ‘oozing demons.’
 He was silent momentarily. At first I feared 
he might have been offended by the question, 
taking it as disingenuous or a rude attempt to 
derail the conversation. He got off his chair in 
total silence and walked toward a closet on the 
far end of the room. While opening the door, 
he mumbled something that was inaudible from 
the distance. He picked up a small shoebox and 
returned to the table, leaving the closet wide 
open. 
  ‘The cage was a metaphorical placeholder 
in my thoughts about control,’ he said. ‘Since 
you’re interested, let me drive that further. We 
fabricate it in more than one color. Each actor 
tends to favor a certain aesthetic over another, 
but the changes over time are less fluid than one 
would think. Its materiality and texture might 
feel and look vastly different on paper than they 
do in real life. Nothing best contains a decay-

7. In Farsi haziyoon is a particular kind of hallucination that is caused 
by external or internal heat (i.e. fever). A form of mirage that is both 
auditory and visual. 
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 He picked three folders from the box and 
said, ‘I was loyal to the British before Ramin 
found these during the evacuation drills. In 
the last two year of the war, we were amongst 
the rare locals trusted enough to serve with the 
company’s Armed Volunteers Program. In pre-
UN days, the general idea behind the volunteer 
squadrons was to operate militarized schemes 
under the guise of resource and property pro-
tection to make it justifiable under international 
law.  We were practically organized into militias 
entirely comprised of oil workers and engineers, 
and trained obsessively in oil denial schemes in 
case of invasion. The intensity of training with 
military personnel made me overly paranoid for 
years. Everyone was imagined to be the enemy. 
The Germans, the Russians, my Bakhtiari family, 
the Arab hawkers at the local market, even my 
own partner.’ 
 He passed another drawing to Amin. It looked 
like a schematic for an old water heater. While 
we inspected it, he said, ‘we used to carry out 
typical fabrication duties in the fields during 
the day and act as decoy specialists in the refin-
ery by the afternoon. Ramin used to collect our 
share of cotton every morning from the depot 
next to the loading docks. Our routine afternoon 
included operating these devices in the tanker 
farms; feeding them cotton and adjusting the wa-

that bungalow upon official visits to the city’s 
labs. We slept in their rooms, prepped their 
garden, and looked out of their windows long 
before they even arrived. The green cage, water 
towers feeding it and the labor of maintenance 
were all an intimacy for us. For the company, 
it was just a system of management. And that 
is exactly what made the power balance more 
symmetrical in the long run.’ 
 Looking at the drawing, I was fascinated by 
the stark contrast between the line weight dis-
tinguishing the architecture and the thick wax 
marker demarcating the site for the hedge plan-
tation. Since he mentioned the Admiralty Lords, 
the primary question in my mind was whether 
those people, whoever they were, had seen the 
Navy reports about the sailors’ hallucinations in 
the Gulf; or whether the erection of the massive 
hedge around the property was as much a strat-
egy to avoid seeing the horizon in fear of hallu-
cinations as it was for concealing the inside’s 
view from passers-by. I obviously couldn’t bring 
those thoughts to Ahmad, so I asked if we could 
photograph his documents instead. He said it 
was fine since copies of all the box’s contents 
were submitted to the majlis 8 as evidence and 
now existed in the public records.

8. Parliament
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port that seemed like belonged to a larger series. 
On the first page it declared the contents as di-
rectly related to schemes devised against tribal 
indigenous sabotage or violent local workers’ 
resistance. The last two pages advised the read-
er to put a list of nine operations in full force 
once the orders were received from Basrah, 
first through a phone call and later confirmed 
in writing. The list of operational code words 
included “SCRUTINY, BIRDCAGE, ORCHARD, 
VITAMIN, BEARSKIN, BACCHUS, HARRIET, 
EVERGREEN and CHARLATAN.”  
 The second folder contained a lengthy and re-
markably detailed report.  The cover simply read 
“Destruction of Water (Lussuf and Nukhaib).” 
The entire document, prepared by a reconnais-
sance officer in Iraq, identified by the name of 
Major H. Grattan, was dedicated to studies and 
empirical experiments focused on most efficient 
methods to contaminate underground water 
reserves, particularly water wells, in desert re-
gions. The level of attention paid to mapping 
the project’s logistical inner workings, mechan-
ical requirements and necessary timeframe for 
completion was overwhelming. That folder also 
included multiple drawings demonstrating how 
polluting devices could be improvised for cheap 
using locally sourced materials such as petrol, 
rope, minimal amounts of explosives and DIY 

ter-oil ratio to produce the thickest, darkest and 
most opaque smoke. Near sunset, we crossed the 
border in order to light fake flares on the Iraqi 
tributaries of the Shat-al-Arab in hope of con-
fusing incoming pilots, and attracting potential 
bombardment campaigns to those landscapes. 
All of this is to say that we’d gathered a signif-
icant level of trust to be tasked with obscuring 
the enemy’s new God-like vision. I would be ly-
ing if I said we didn’t truly believe in Britain’s 
cause too. We really believed operating within 
these volunteer programs somehow made us 
heroes under a larger nationalist banner. Roya 
and a few other women in our neighborhood 
were active in Toodeh 9 those days, and we had 
numerous issues about my role during the war. 
It wasn’t until Ramin picked up these documents 
by accident in front of the Air force HQ, that I 
began to see the merit in their argument.’
 He left those folders on the table and gave 
us a few minutes to go through them. They all 
bore “most secret” designation stamps. The first 
one read “Scheme for the Defense of the An-
glo-Persian Oil Company’s Property in South 
Persia Against Local Aggression” on the cover, 
dated June 1933. It was a short, three-page re-

9. Literary translates to “Masses.” Official name of Iran’s 
Communist Party.
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sired completion date. It is most crucial that 
corvettes  and battleship  are 
given a 72-hour notice in advance for evacuation 
purposes.”
 The attached blueprints were all intervened 
with a red crayon, demarcating the weakest or 
most critical points in the system. Amin and I 
are still not certain of the report’s overall pur-
pose to this day, but at the time, we assumed it 
was a form of area denial scheme that revolved 
around flattening the refinery and destroying 
its dependent infrastructure.
 Curious to hear more from Ahmad, and in 
hope of breaking the awkward silence, I asked 
about something he briefly mentioned earlier. 
 ‘Did I hear correctly that you submitted these 
to the majlis as evidence at some point? Was 
there a judicial dispute?’
 Before responding to my question, he patron-
izingly said that I would have known all of this 
had I studied more history instead of supersti-
tions. 
 ‘We kept it a secret for years,’ he said. ‘It 
would have been a major trouble if Savak 10 dis-
covered these, especially the blueprints, in our 
possession. In the wrong hands, they were noth-

10. Abbreviation of “Sazman Etelaat Va Amniat Keshvar,” literally 
translating to National Intelligence and Security Agency.

detonators. The descriptive tone speculating 
the highly aggressive actions in this report felt 
strangely similar to Assurbanipal’s ancient epi-
graph detailing the mechanics of mass murder 
and its aftermath as a process of exhuming and 
bleaching. Perhaps it was the geographical prox-
imity of the old ziggurats to the report’s targeted 
landscapes that made the temporal gap feel less 
apparent at that moment. I could easily imag-
ine Ashurbanipal including a line or two about 
capturing the creatures and capping them inside 
Elamite water wells after their tombs were ex-
posed and sowed with salt. 
 The third document was the lengthiest. Its 
title was “Operation Acquisition (ABCOL)” and 
the cover designated it as the product of a col-
laborative task force between the Royal Navy 
and the Queen’s Air Force. In addition to doz-
ens of pages detailing the exact procedures in-
volved in the operation, it included a handful 
of blueprints and aerial photographs related to 
Abadan’s refinery and tanker farms. We didn’t 
have much time to review it in great detail. On 
the first page, it stated: “should the situation 
arise where the AIOC facilities are lost to Too-
deh sympathizers, local aggression or foreign in-
vasion (having exhausted all recommendations 
in previous reports) put the following operation 
in effect at least 48 hours in advance of the de-
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marina on the eastern banks of the Shat-al-Arab. 
I was one of the supervisors on that project. My 
team executed all the preliminary dredging op-
erations. The proposal initially emphasized the 
necessity for the marina as a core element in 
an upcoming culture and entertainment district 
connecting the newly built company suburb, 
Bawarda, to the rest of the city. The suburban 
district was meticulously designed and built 
from scratch following International Modern 
trends, while the shahr began as a bunch of slums 
and developed over time by its users. 
 ‘The contrast between the eerily large villas 
and wide lanes to one side, and a rapidly grow-
ing, bustling and crammed district to the other 
was bothersome. The parliamentarians against 
the project dismissed it as inherently racist, ar-
guing that the marina was a disguise for devel-
oping a deep moat on the borders of the fan-
cy neighborhood to keep out the city centre’s 
local residents. On top of that, the positioning 
of the canal was such that the city was locked 
between the refinery to the north, Bahmanshir 
and Shat-al-Arab to the east and west, and the 
marina to the south. It wasted potential land for 
development and provided a recipe for disaster 
as thousands of immigrants arrived per month 
in search of new jobs. We didn’t agree to testify 
about the secret documents but instead decid-

PRIZES FROM FAIRYLAND

ing but a terrifyingly detailed plot for disaster. 
Terrorism wasn’t a word we used back then, 
but materialized by any groups or individuals, 
these plans would have been much worse than 
what you see on TV these days. In fear of leaks 
to her Toodeh connections, I even concealed 
these from Roya. It wasn’t until the new admin-
istration waged a legal battle against the British 
based on their mandates outside of the original 
concession’s framework that I moved forward to 
publicize them. About a year before they voted 
on nationalization in ‘51, Ramin and I boarded 
a night bus to Tehran and spoke to a Mr. Afshin 
who facilitated a meeting with four pro-Mosade-
gh congressmen. Back then, Abadan was rapidly 
destabilized thanks to mobs and secret agents 
actively pursuing differing agendas. Fearful 
for our lives, we asked to remain anonymous 
throughout the entire process, but they insisted 
on staging a strategic public testimonial that 
took place in an open parliamentary session. 
We never agreed to it.’ 
 He paused to take a sip from a glass of water 
next to his bed before continuing.
 ‘At the time, they had several active cases 
against the company. One of them was about bad 
city planning and illegal land hoarding in areas 
outside of their commercial jurisdiction. Partic-
ularly, one case dealt with the construction of a 

72
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are. That’s me to the right and Ramin is stand-
ing next to me.’
 I looked at the image for a brief moment 
before sensing the uncanniness, pausing, and 
observing it with extra attention. It wasn’t un-
til after our meeting that I searched for the old 
reproductions and realized the photograph he 
gave us was in many ways an impossible image 
to produce. The camera had managed to per-
fectly capture the façade and individuals under 
the inescapable sunlight, while maintaining 
enough sensitivity to render two figures in the 
dark shadows deep inside the window. While 
we scrutinized the image, he explained that this 
was taken a day after they had already swapped 
the Ahvaz headquarters’ sign from the old “An-
glo-Iranian Oil Company” to the “Temporary 
Committee for Nationalization of Oil Indus-
tries.” Purportedly, orders came from Tehran 
that they needed to re-stage the occasion for an 
official photographer. Apparently, they had al-
ready trashed the old sign and were unable to 
re-enact the process in its entirety, thus, faking 
it by having someone stand on a ladder under-
neath while they posed inside. 
 We had been in his house for more than an 
hour by that point. The girl that led us to his 
room in the beginning peeked through the win-
dow and announced that food was getting cold 

ed to help them solidify a stronger case against 
poor planning. After delivering a speech about 
the canal in the open session later in the month, 
our image became instantly associated with the 
nationalists on the media. We didn’t go back to 
work until the following year when the process 
of restructuring the corporation was initiated by 
the nationalization act.’
 I didn’t know how to interpret his narratives 
about the canal for a long time. Amin and I spent 
a great deal of time in and around Bawarda over 
the following weeks and there was absolute-
ly no trace of the project he described. There 
were many isolated pieces of land between the 
shahr and the suburb that Ahmad mentioned, all 
fenced off by the Free Trade Zone Authority, 
but nothing involving a marina or a moat. The 
residents and shop owners were also clueless. 
Neither of us heard those stories again from any 
other source. 
 The last item he showed us was the most ex-
traordinary. It was an image whose reproduc-
tion I had seen countless times in the past. It was 
in our elementary school textbooks and often 
re-animated on public media on the occasion 
of oil nationalization anniversaries. Something 
was uncanny about this one, though. 
 Passing the photograph, he pointed to the 
black window in the centre and said, ‘there we 
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luxury for most of us in Ahmadabad. We often 
heard about the cinemas in Braim, but it wasn’t 
until years later that I saw an actual projection 
in real life. The experience was otherworldly. 
In some of the early apprentice workshops, 
the British brought a large truck carrying a 
portable projector. They used to repeatedly 
screen an instructional film that was exclusive-
ly dedicated to public hygiene and teachings of  
cleanliness. Overtime, a handful of older em-
ployees gathered money and purchased a  
secondhand device that we used for regular 
screenings in the machine shops. I recall seeing 
its obsolete leftovers kept in the same hall when 
I went for a visit years after retirement.’
 Overjoyed to observe his passion for the sub-
ject, I interrupted to inquire whether he knows 
about a cinematic complex that was constructed 
entirely with imported bricks from London. He 
paused to think briefly, and said, ‘that would be 
Taj. I think they changed it to Naft 12 Cinema af-
ter the revolution. It was in the works around 
the same time we were dredging the marina. The 

in the other room. We felt embarrassed for hav-
ing arrived at lunchtime and not realizing that 
he had been generously patient with us while his 
family was waiting in the other room. 
 Amin quietly hinted at me to quickly wrap 
up. I shared his concerns but felt a little disap-
pointed at the same time. After all, we were there 
because I had very specific questions for Ahmad 
and didn’t get a chance to pose any of them. 
 We apologized for the inappropriate timing 
and gathered our belongings to leave. With a 
lovely smile and the kind hospitality that dom-
inates Ahvazi culture, he insisted that we stay 
longer. We thanked him for the offer and began 
returning the documents in the box. Meanwhile, 
I asked whether he knows much about cinemas 
in Abadan. He seemed excited at the question, 
much to my surprise. 
 ‘Of course!’ he replied. ‘The social history of 
that city, even the whole industry, is deeply tied 
to cinemas. National politics too. Cinema Rex! 
We all know how that changed the revolutionary 
tides. I recall when I was a young adult, in the 
span of only a few years; dozens of private and 
oil company-owned cinemas appeared every-
where. The only city that had marginally more 
cinemas in the country was Tehran. When I was 
a child, the only motion picture we had access to 
was Shahre Farang.11 Even that was considered a 
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11. Shahre Farang is a rudimentary cinematic peep show that  
was common to Iran and India during early Modernity. It allowed the 
viewers to gaze at a manually-activated motion picture, often  
depicting snippets of European metropoles in peripheral colonies. 
The term literally translates to ‘foreign city.’
12. Oil
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easternmost end of our dredging operations was 
the property they were constructing on. I re-
member vividly because our team and theirs had 
to constantly negotiate for equipment and work-
space. Its scale and scope was a major under-
taking for the time. It ended up being the tallest 
modern building in the Gulf region for decades. 
All company employees were excited since the 
architect announced the construction plans in 
a well-attended public display. It was adver-
tised as a cultural hub open to all employees 
regardless of their race; a cross-cultural place 
where everyone mingled, gazes were interlocked 
and lessons were learned. As construction was 
coming to an end, the company’s senior board 
members made a new policy that designated Taj 
as a property reserved exclusively for expats. It 
ended up unleashing major protests and strikes.’
 By the time he finished explaining that, we 
were already in the courtyard and slowly walk-
ing towards the exit. 
 I was eager to ask him about his experienc-
es working outdoors in the heat and whether 
he had any encounters similar to the survey-
ors mentioned in Reynolds’ telegraphs. Having 
learnt his temperament about metaphysical 
subjects, I couldn’t directly inquire about poten-
tial memories of hallucinations. Alternatively, I 
phrased my question to reflect on unusual en-

counters with visuals resembling lion silhou-
ettes throughout his years in the industry. 
 He thought about it momentarily, and then 
said, ‘when it comes to lions, the unexpected and 
sudden rebranding of the company’s ocean-go-
ing tankers was certainly an oddity. For a long 
time they all hoisted flags bearing the typical 
cross with a depiction of a passant lion in the 
centre. The abrupt substitutes differed ever so 
slightly. The new ones exchanged the central 
logo for a rampant lion standing on its rear feet. 
The difference was so unnoticeable that many 
of us did not realize it happened until the dock-
workers mentioned it months later.’ 
 He was still speaking when Amin opened the 
door, interjected to thank him again for the qual-
ity time, and rushed me out into the alley. 
 Most of the events that followed that day are 
of little relevance to this book, except for our 
conversations during the ride back. While taking 
a drag on his cigarette, Amin casually posed a 
question that left a lasting impression on me: 
‘could all of this be a matter of scale? Perhaps 
Sabzeghabaei’s lions aren’t subterranean, but 
roaming the landscapes freely. Maybe it’s us 
who are locked deep inside their bellies, con-
sumed by their dense fiery heart, too intimate 
to recognize them. The beasts might be too big 
for people like Ahmad to see now.’ 
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 For the rest of that ride, we obsessed over the 
fact that Ahmad and Ramin were both figures 
that categorically denied the presence of any 
hallucinations in these landscapes. Ironically 
enough, they were also real, living, characters 
that experienced, even contributed to petro-
leum’s excessive violence and were ultimately 
ghosted, quite literally, in the reproduced shad-
ows of oil.13

13. We ended up frequenting cinema Taj more than we expected in 
the following four weeks. The local Revolutionary Guards had set up 
an office on its top floor. We visited numerous times to meet one of 
Sabzeghabaei’s contacts that helped us get permits to film around 
active oil wells.
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It was Denis’ idea to meet at the Maritime Mu-
seum. 
 I was exhausted and had very little time, a 
nine-hour layover to be exact. Most of that time 
was already wasted on transit from the airport 
to Greenwich. It was definitely a stretch to fit 
a meeting in a short layover like this. Since he 
mentioned there is a possibility of accessing the 
old navy reports (the ones that I was searching 
for in the spring) I felt obliged to make myself 
present. I couldn’t find a single trace of Sabzegh-
abaei in Iran and was no longer certain what use 
these documents would have for me, but I was 
really curious to see them in case he suddenly 
reappeared again.

CHAPTER THREE

51°28’52.0”N
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legible at that size. Eventually, I traced the pho-
tographer and he led me to the original banners 
kept as part of Caird Library’s holdings. 
 When I got there, the archivist patiently ex-
plained the procedures around handling the 
materials before leading the way into the vault. 
I was standing next to her when she pulled the 
fabrics out. There was no didactics about their 
exact measurements, but I estimated each to 
be about 2m wide by 3.5m long. It was easy to 
guess which was older since one was visibly 
more deteriorated than the other. The shapes 
and forms were exactly as Ahmad described. The 
older one had a Persian-inspired yellow passant 
sewn in the centre. While the newer version was 
identical in every respect, it simply swapped the 
central figure for a Europeanized red lion in a 

 I arrived two hours early, just to make sure 
there was enough time to browse the library be-
forehand. A week prior, I’d placed holds on a 
few items that were supposed to be ready for 
review that day. 
 To find the library I walked the museum’s 
seemingly endless halls several times.  Every 
time, a decorative installation whose strange ar-
rangement still haunts me to this day distracted 
me. It was a bizarre collection of curious, car-
toonlike merchant and battleship figureheads 
that were arranged to appear as if posing for 
a group portrait. They represented a diverse 
range of mythical and real characters from a 
generic golden eagle to Omar Pasha, Garibaldi 
and a green lion devouring a poorly constructed 
sphere reminiscent of the sun. They all had one 
thing in common: their gazes were fixed forward 
on an imaginary horizon. By the time I managed 
to overcome the distractions and navigate to the 
library, there was only half an hour remaining 
to our meeting.
 I'd been obsessed since Ahmad mentioned 
his observations about the heraldic signs on the 
company’s tanker flags. After weeks of futile re-
search on online forums, speaking to folks in 
Abadan and browsing the National Archives in 
Tehran, I finally came across a database with the 
flags’ low quality thumbnails. They were barely 
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 He was sitting crossed-arms-on-chest next to 
the window, watching the light rain on the lawn 
outside. 
 Other than Sabzeghabaei, he was the only fig-
ure in this book with whom I had communicated 
at great lengths before meeting in person.  Up 
until that point I knew him as D.A.Wright, his 
username as a frequent blogger at the forums of 
Abadan, Civilization & Modernity. We first began 
exchanging ideas when he posted a digitally-en-
hanced version of the infamous British docu-
mentary, Persian Story. The film was apparently 
shot during the last few months before oil na-
tionalization. He mentioned in his post’s accom-
panying text that the movie was originally meant 
to be screened at Cinema Taj.  Our conversation 
started when I sought his knowledge about that 
building. 
 Apparently, he worked for the Anglo-Ira-
nian and later British Petroleum Company as 
a lawyer for decades, mostly in Kuwait City, 
but also a short period in Abadan around the 
time Bawarda was under construction. He even 
claimed to have known the architect personal-
ly, which multiplied my excitement for meet-
ing him in real life. To avoid the aimlessness 
characterizing my meeting with Ahmad from 
reoccurring, I’d informed him of our meeting’s 
strict time constraints and sent some questions 

rampant state. The updated figure was uncannily 
reminiscent of the statues at the gates of Stan-
more. 
 I spent almost ten minutes scrutinizing the 
fabrics, taking notes about their conditions and 
photographing them as many times as I could. 
Almost immediately, I started coming up with 
various hypotheses about potential correlations 
between the symbolism behind these flags vis-
ibly raised on top of oil tanker’s control rooms 
as they wandered in the oceans, and Sabzegh-
abaei’s fieldwork methodologies before his sud-
den disappearance. At that particular moment in 
the library, I felt lost coupled with extreme frus-
tration and disappointment at Sabzeghabaei’s 
total lack of communication. 
 As I struggled with these feelings while trying 
to photograph the flags, I checked my watch. 
It was already fifteen minutes past the time 
we were supposed to meet! I quickly wrapped 
up and tried to return downstairs to the café. 
The archivist stopped me at the exit and very 
slowly and calmly handed out several copyright 
forms, describing in excruciating detail the con-
sequences of publishing those images without 
paying the designated fees and obtaining in-
stitutional approval. I excused myself half way 
through the explanations and rushed downstairs 
to find Denis.
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details outside.  Quickly flipping back and forth 
on the screen made the two images merge in a 
peculiar way. It was satisfyingly cinematic. No 
real motion occurred, but the dramatic contrast 
made the ghostly figures emerge in and out of 
the shadows in a hallucinatory way. I tried to 
perform this for Denis in the beginning. He 
didn’t find it as amusing as I did, though. He 
then politely asked whether he could hold the 
phone and look at them on his own.
 His reaction to the image was odd. I remem-
ber my first impression was one of fascination 
for its uncanny qualities, but Denis’ was of 
shock, tilting on fear. He remained silent and 
scrutinized both images several times. He was 
also going back and forth between them very 
quickly, exactly like I tried to do in the begin-
ning.  After a few moments of silence, I inter-
jected and asked whether anything was wrong. 
It took him a while to respond.  
 ‘It’s uncomfortably strange,’ he said. ‘I’ve 
seen this before. The window was always dark.’ 
 Before saying anything else, he reached into 
his briefcase and gave me a photograph. I stared 
in disbelief as soon as I saw the image. This one 
was also an archival photograph that I’d seen 
numerous times before. It showed the exact 
same action of corporate rebranding, though 
this time on the oil company’s headquarters in 

in advance. I was there for the navy reports and he 
was keen to see documentation of the sign-swap 
photograph that Ahmad showed us in Ahvaz. 
 When I went forward to introduce myself, he 
was visibly angry at my lateness. I apologized 
and explained the situation in the library before 
grabbing an empty seat from the table next to 
his and moving it closer.  In our first few mo-
ments together, I gathered that he preferred be-
ing called Denis to Mr. Wright. He ordered two 
cups of tea once the server arrived and ask about 
my earlier trip to the oil company enclaves in 
Ahvaz and Abadan without much prelude. He 
was particularly interested in hearing about the 
details of my encounter with Ahmad. 
 ‘I never had the pleasure of meeting your 
friend in person,’ he said. ‘Ahmad Arabi was the 
name?’ 
 ‘Arbabi,’ I corrected him. ‘He’s not exact-
ly my friend, but he was generous enough to 
share some interesting stories when we visited 
his house in the summer.’
 I could sense that he was impatient to see the 
pictures. Though I tried to capture all the fig-
ures in the original photograph in one image, 
they were impossible to reproduce. I showed 
him two images on my phone. One was over-
exposed to reveal the figures inside the window 
frame, and the other was darker to render the 
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a particularly busy day at the Britannic House. 
Folks in my office were running back and forth 
to the communications room, in hopes of tracing 
and reporting as many vessels that were circum-
venting the sanctions.’ 
 He continued to describe that day’s events 
by stitching together multiple fragmented anec-
dotes about a commercial Turkish vessel, named 
Haran, which was reportedly smuggling sanc-
tioned Iranian oil in its refitted cement tankers.  
I was still so preoccupied with the photograph 
he showed me earlier that most of the details in 
his story about the vessel went over my head. 
Luckily, before I departed for the airport, he left 
me with a series of letters produced on the same 
day the sign-swap photograph was taken. Re-
viewing them later helped me vaguely remember 
some of the subtleties in his narratives. I am still 
not confident of my ability to retell his stories 
with great accuracy; but the general idea was 
that his legal team was working with the Gulf 
authorities to arrest the Haran in high seas by 
emphasizing its role in breaking international 
sanctions. Apparently by the time he was able 
to obtain the necessary approvals through  
diplomatic channels in Istanbul, the ship had 
already discharged its cargo in Bahrain and 
disappeared somewhere between the Great and 
Lesser Thomb Islands. Supposedly, the author-

London’s Britannic House instead of Ahvaz. Of 
course, the similarity in subject matter was not 
the primary shock factor. It was the fact that in 
this image too, there was a figurative silhouette 
deep in the darkness inside the building. It was 
impossible to accept such a punctum of similar-
ity as mere coincidence; especially taking into 
account the disappearance of an essential part 
of both photographs —the figures inside—in 
all reproductions. I was baffled by the image 
and still entirely lost in its puzzle when Denis 
spoke again. 
 ‘I vividly remember that day. I was supposed 
to leave for Kuwait City early in the morning, 
but the directors’ last minute decision changed 
my plans. Half a dozen journalists and their 
crew gathered out in front of the building. We 
needed the images spread far and wide to make 
sure a rough, involuntary departure is not all 
that remains from the end of our operations in 
Persia. We had to own the action! It was already 
almost two years after nationalization and only 
days before the final verdict was expected at the 
Security Council. The prospect of settling the 
case all in our favor was looking rather bleak. 
All the lawyers who were in the office that day, 
including me, were tasked with confiscating 
whatever we could legally deem stolen property 
as a form of reparation for lost revenue. It was 
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 I’d been waiting to see these documents for 
months, but somehow the few minutes it took 
him to finish the tea and gather his briefcase felt 
like a lifetime.
 When we arrived at the library, the same ar-
chivist that I interacted with earlier was still at 
the front desk. She seemed to know Denis on a 
personal level. She got off her chair, walked out 
of the reception area and gave him a hug, before 
leading the way to the private review room with 
the documents we were supposed to see. What 
came across as particularly strange in their in-
teractions was how the staff members at the li-
brary consistently referred to him as Mr. Wright. 
In the café, he made it crystal clear to me that he 
didn’t like it when people use his last name, yet 
it didn’t seem to bother him a single bit when 
they referred to him that way in the archives.
 The review room was bright, separated with 
glass partition walls and had very high ceilings. 
There was only one oversized desk in the mid-
dle. Two large maps were laid flat on the desk 
when we walked in. Before leaving the room, the 
archivist told us that the other requests are also 
filled and waiting at the front office. 
 Denis left his briefcase on the ground near the 
entrance, and pulled out an old-school monocle 
from his coat’s inner pocket as he walked toward 
the desk. I followed in his footsteps. We both 

ities lost all contact with the ship until 13 years 
later, when it was suddenly discovered in a state 
of disrepair and beached near the Island of Kish. 
The last part of his story was less convincing, 
and I wasn’t able to find any concrete proof 
about the beached vessel in the letters he gave 
me. I’ve looked into it since then, and it seems 
like there really is a ghostly vessel stranded on 
the shores of Kish, but its connection to Haran 
never became clear to me. 
 While he was still reanimating his memories 
of the week of June 9, 1953, I checked my watch 
again. It was getting late. I had to inquire about 
the navy reports. Once the waitress came back 
and refilled his cup, I took advantage of the mo-
mentary silence and shifted the conversation. 
 ‘Did you mention that you’ve seen the reports 
I talked to you about?’ I asked.
 ‘I am not sure if they’re exactly what you 
have in mind,’ he said, ‘but I’ve come across a 
couple of documents along the lines that you’ve 
described to me. They’re here actually. Let me 
finish this and we’ll go upstairs to take a look.’
 ‘Oh! They’ve been on display all this time?’ I 
asked in surprise.
 He took a sip from his cup before respond-
ing. ‘They’re not! No one pays admission to see 
such boring stuff. They’re in the library. We’ll go 
there in a moment.’
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neath read, ‘Cape Jasques, when you come westward 
of this view, it is very strange and irregular.’  
 I wasn’t sure what he was trying to accom-
plish by highlighting that particular view, so 
I asked for a clarification. ‘You think this has 
something to do with Navy officers hallucinat-
ing nonexistent lions on the horizon?’ 
 ‘Just look!’ he said. ‘They’re like clouds. 
You’ll see whatever you want; lions, goats, your 
grandfather’s face. It’s really all up to your 
imagination. After months of dehydration, sleep 
deprivation and motion sickness, you’d see  
anything.’
 His propositions were certainly amusing, 
thought-provoking even, but I wasn’t sure if this 
was what I expected to hear after such a long 
wait. I’d come all this way for him to show me 
proof that the sailors were, in fact, hallucinat-
ing. The only thing he showed me was his men-
tal ability to invent patterns on a deteriorating 
piece of paper. In a way, he was implying that I 
should just trip on some old and highly inaccu-
rate drawing of the horizon and use that as evi-
dence to prove Sabzeghabaei’s hypotheses about 
the Elamite monuments. It was a bit absurd! 
 Feeling deeply lost at that point in the library, 
I didn’t have the enthusiasm to stay any longer 
and continue debating with Denis. By then, I 
was also really pressed for time with only three 

wore the provided gloves and began observing 
the maps. They weren’t exactly maps, but more 
along the lines of very detailed ink drawings of 
some shorelines. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was 
looking at. 
 By then, Denis was holding a magnifying 
glass and looked as if searching for something 
specific. The text at the top designated both 
drawings as “First Views of Persia.” There was 
also a small Hydrographical Office stamp at the 
bottom right corner next to a sentence that read 
“by Lt. John McCluer taken aboard the Scorpi-
on 1785.” After looking at them for some time, I 
realized that they were a series of illustrations 
of all the shorelines surrounding the Persian 
Gulf and Sea of Oman. It included a panoramic 
view of every single Island and peninsula, ac-
companied by detailed notations regarding the 
cartographer’s compass coordination and the 
vessel’s condition when the drawings were pro-
duced. Each ‘view’ was categorized, marked with 
a number and neatly illustrated in relation to the 
horizon.
 While I was lost in the drawings and carefully 
reading each view’s descriptions, Denis put his 
finger down on the map:
 ‘Here! This is what I was thinking of.’ 
 He was pointing to an illustration somewhere 
in the middle. It was view N° 13. The text under-
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hours remaining to my departure and a long way 
to the airport. Though I was on the fence about 
continuing the conversation, I decided to quick-
ly ask him about the cinema before leaving. I 
explained that I was in a rush and only wanted 
to quickly hear about his relationship with the 
architect. Specifically, I asked whether they ever 
came across or discussed the legends that were 
popular amongst the local nomadic tribes about 
the internal struggles in Ashurbanipal’s army. I 
had sent him that question and its underlying 
context via email weeks in advance, and could 
sense that he’d given it some thought. He was 
quick to answer. 
 ‘Around the time James was designing Cine-
ma Taj and multiple other buildings in Bawarda, 
we used to travel frequently between Kuwait 
City and Abadan. These myths were common 
amongst the Arab residents on the other side 
of the border too. I remember one of the com-
pany’s leaseholders in Al-Ahmadi bringing up 
similar stories. It was in an unofficial setting and 
through poor translation, so don’t quote me on 
this, but he spoke of legends indicating the ap-
pearance of non-native lions over ancient irriga-
tion canals and amongst dense palm plantations. 
One of his younger servants also insisted that 
he’d seen them with his own eyes, and that the 
encounter was fatal for three of his colleagues 

working the fields.’ 
 It was relieving to hear that he, too, knew 
about the lions. I was impatient to hear more, 
so I asked whether James Wilson, the architect, 
ever heard about those stories. 
 ‘He was obsessed with them,’ he said. ‘Hav-
en’t you read any of his writings or interviews 
about Taj? It all revolved around these myths. Its 
monolithic form was meant to resemble a giant 
couchant lion. He highlighted those connections 
repeatedly in his lectures and publications. Look 
it up!’ 
 Though I never came across any of the ar-
chitect’s publications or interviews, I believed 
Denis on that one. The cinema does, in a subtle 
way, look like a reclining lion when one looks at 
it from a distance. 
 Our encounter in the library was very rushed. 
I felt honored to have met Denis and heard his 
theories about the Navy reports, though I was 
still uncertain about how it could become useful 
in the long run. Our last exchanges were quite 
unceremonious. I thanked him for everything 
he gave me and followed up with an email later 
that week. Just like Sabzeghabaei, I never heard 
anything back from him either. 
 I was late at the airport; barely made it be-
fore they closed the gates, actually. I was the 
last person to board. While I was looking for 
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my seat at the back of the plane, the flight atten-
dant informed me that my luggage was already 
off-loaded from the aircraft and was going to 
be sent to me at a later date. I was just happy to 
make the flight. I had taken the Abu Dhabi-Lon-
don-Toronto route more than once before, and 
every time, they’ve managed to find my baggage 
after losing it for a few days. I had a feeling this 
time wouldn’t be an exception. 
 I had a window seat in the second row from 
the end of the plane. As I was approaching, I 
exchanged a quick gaze with the passengers that 
were going to be my neighbors during the jour-
ney. I had a vague feeling that the person occu-
pying the aisle seat in my row was somewhat 
familiar. It didn’t register until hours later, when 
he began speaking in a thick Australian accent, 
that he was, indeed, the same young business-
man I overheard in my dream at the Red Lion 
months ago. This time, he was alone. The older 
man with the eye patch, William, was not with 
him. The seat between us was vacant, so I left 
my raincoat on it as I settled in. 
 While the plane was being towed to the taxi-
way, I looked out the window and noticed two 
BP fueling trucks cautiously driving away from 
the nose of the aircraft. There was no traffic on 
the runway and we were airborne in a matter 
of minutes. 

 Looking for a distraction from my long-stand-
ing fear of flying, I began browsing the enter-
tainment unit. They had an impressive list of 
classical movies. One of them was Masoud Kim-
iai’s The Deers. Obviously, it immediately caught 
my attention. By then, I knew much more about 
cinemas in Abadan and had come across multi-
ple articles that discussed that film’s plot in rela-
tion to the arson attack on Cinema Rex. Despite 
having read about it extensively, I never got a 
chance to watch the movie in full, so I decid-
ed to seize that opportunity and watch it on the 
plane. I knew it was an Iranian production, but 
strangely, the version they had on board was a 
re-release by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. As soon as 
I selected the film, MGM’s trademark clip with 
the roaring lion began playing. 
 Only a minute or two into the film, we were 
already at cruising altitude. I had my headsets 
on when the seatbelt sign went off.  Precisely 
as I was beginning to feel less anxious from the 
take off’s intensity, I noticed the scent of some-
thing burning. Any one with a slight paranoia for 
flying knows how terrifying it is to smell that. I 
hastily took off my headsets and stretched over 
to look back at the tight kitchenette area behind 
my seat. I couldn’t really see anything since it 
was covered with a green floor-to-ceiling cur-
tain. The situation was getting worse. At first, it 

PRIZES FROM FAIRYLAND 111

51°28’52.0
”N

  0
°00

’00
”W



PRIZES FROM FAIRYLAND112

51
°2

8’
52

.0
”N

  0
°0

0
’0

0
”W

smelled like burning toast, but then it was com-
bined with the terrible scent of overheated plas-
tic or silicon. All the passengers near my seat 
were getting increasingly nervous. It also didn’t 
help that the flight attendant that was preparing 
the cart in the section in front of us rushed to the 
back with an expression filled with fear. 
 Only a few seconds later, he emerged from 
behind the curtain and apologized to everyone 
near the back for the incident. He said, ‘it was 
just some leftover organic material stuck to the 
boiler. The smell should go away momentarily.’ 
Before moving back to the front, he peeked be-
hind the green curtain again to make sure every-
thing was under control. 
 I was beginning to feel nauseous from the 
smell. At that moment, the plane was going 
through some turbulence too. Reluctantly, I 
got up to use the bathroom. The young man at 
the aisle seat was very responsive and quickly 
cleared the way to let me pass. Initially, I pro-
ceeded to the lavatories in the back, but none 
of them were functional. The sickness was get-
ting to a point that I was gradually losing my 
bearings and feeling faint. I ended up walking 
with difficulty to the middle of the plane, where 
there was already a line-up for using the toilets. 
While I stood there, closed my eyes, and held 
onto someone’s headrest to bring the nausea un-

der control, I overheard two women who were 
engaged in a heated debate. Their voice was 
coming from the row immediately to my right.
 ‘A flying cinema is the optimal phantasmago-
ria machine! At the very least, you should agree 
with that.’ said one of them.
 When I heard that sentence, I opened my eyes 
and discreetly gazed over to see who they were. 
I remember thinking to myself that something 
about the encounter was off as soon as I realized 
that I actually knew both of them. It seemed too 
impossible to coincidentally come across the 
only key characters in this story that I never met. 
One of them was Sheida Soleimani, an artist that 
I’d followed for a while, and the other, Mona 
Damluji, an architect and film theorist, whose 
work had inspired me for years. 
 Just as I tried to sharpen my ears and get 
closer to hear in on their conversations, a deaf-
ening noise came from the front of the aircraft. 
Simultaneously, all the lights went out and ox-
ygen masks dropped from the overhead com-
partments. The plane took a sudden plunge. The 
rapid descend evoked the most horrific sense of 
free fall. 
 That experience of momentary weightless-
ness in an entirely blacked-out cabin filled with 
the scent of heated plastic and screams was the 
last thing I remember before being called by the 
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flight attendant. She asked me to fasten my seat-
belt and turn on the screen to follow the pre-de-
parture safety instructions.
 I wasn’t too bewildered when I opened my 
eyes this time. In the last few moments of that 
vision, I’d already begun to doubt my senses. By 
then, I’d decided that they were all just that: an 
unfolding vision.
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