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The article is devoted to Tadeusz 
Piotrowski’s 1988 book Słońce nad 
Tiricz Mirem (The Sun Over Tirich 
Mir), which tells the story of the 1978 
Polish–Yugoslav expedition to Hindu 
Kush. The focus is on the text’s narra-
tive construction in the context of the 
paradigm of a mountaineering expe-
dition narrative. It is shown that the 
literariness of the narrative enables 
Piotrowski to modify the documen-
tary character of the story without 
having to sacrifice its authenticity. 
The article also analyses the ways 
in which a coherent narrative identity 
is constructed through the ideological 
and aesthetic conception of the haptic 
sublime, which is a typical feature 
of modern mountaineering litera-
ture as such.

Artykuł jest poświęcony książce Słońce 
nad Tiricz Mirem Tadeusza Piotrowskie-
go, dotyczącej polsko-jugosłowiańskiej 
wyprawy w Hindukusz w 1978 roku. 
Autor opisuje konstrukcję narracyjną 
w kontekście schematu alpinistycznej 
książki wyprawowej. Zwraca przy tym 
uwagę na literackość narracji, która 
pozwoliła Piotrowskiemu zmody-
fikować dokumentalny charakter 
opowieści i zarazem zachować jej au-
tentyczność. Analizuje także sposoby 
budowania spójnej tożsamości narra-
cyjnej poprzez ideologiczno-estetyczną 
koncepcję cielesnej wzniosłości (haptic 
sublime), charakterystyczną dla nowo-
czesnej literatury alpinistycznej.
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introduction: the record of the exPedition

In his 1988 book Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem (The Sun Over Tirich Mir), Ta-
deusz Piotrowski tells the story of the Polish–Yugoslav mountaineering 
expedition to Hindu Kush in 1978. Led by Stanisław Rudziński, the team 
was composed of the following Polish members: Eugeniusz Kołodziejczyk 
(doctor), Anna Teresa Pietraszek (filmmaker), Jan Janowski, Bernard 
Koisar, Jerzy Kukuczka (sports director), Jan Majchrowicz, Jerzy Ożóg, 
Paweł Pallus, Piotrowski, Michał Wroczyński; Slavc Šikonja led the Yu-
goslav team composed of Cene Berčič, Miro Štebe, Janez Šušteršič and 
Matjaž Veselko. The mountaineers intended to climb Tirich Mir East. 
Since the summit itself and the massif as a whole had been relatively well 
explored, an exploration understood in terms of a rush towards a dis-
covery of the unknown was less important than determining whether 
there were other possible ways of moving around that area, traversing 
the ridge to Tirich Mir. Conceived of in that way, the innovation was a re-
sult of the conviction that the topography of the mountain is essentially 
a multi-variant score of the vertical mobility composed by the climber 
(see Matuszyk: 127–40). Hence, notwithstanding the first ascent, other 
ways of climbing a mountain are equally interesting.

A repetition of an achievement understood in such a way is directly 
linked to innovation as it broadens the existing repertoire of mountain-
eering feats and constitutes a point of reference for possible followers. 
The repeated ascents of Tirich Mir are obviously part of mountaineering 
training and are supposed to make the less experienced team mem-
bers feel comfortable with climbing at extreme altitudes. At the same 
time, it provides an incentive to accomplish an innovative goal for those 
who are equipped with adequate skills and experience and, most of all, 
dare to extend the limits of possibilities. It is neither an adjustment nor 
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a re-enactment, but an action occurring in between the two: presenting 
a new possibility (designating and traversing a new climbing route) 
in the relatively well explored Hindu Kush region. To begin to contextu-
alise this, let us not at the outset that mountaineering as a set of practices 
has been legitimised by modern-day reality (see Klein; Anderson) and 
that the genre of mountaineering literature has developed and continues 
to reproduce itself under the influence of certain strands of modernist 
writing (see Kolbuszewski 2020: 239–64; Dhar; Pacukiewicz 2010).

In the case of Tirich Mir East, the idea of innovative repetition de-
fined the realm of mountaineering and shaped Piotrowski’s text in two 
ways. The text is an account of a particular mountaineering expedition 
in Hindu Kush and a result of a creative (and in certain aspects inno-
vative) adoption and transformation of the tradition of the mountain-
eering expedition narrative. Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem is a book written 
by an author boasting significant mountaineering achievements (with 
his first winter expedition to Noshaq along with Andrzej Zawada, Pi-
otrowski is one of the initiators of Himalayan winter climbing) as well 
as literary achievements in the form of mountaineering short stories 
and narratives of expeditions to the Tatra Mountains, Hindu Kush, the 
Alps and Norwegian mountains (in the Romsdal Valley region). His text 
may be interpreted as a deliberate structure, serving as another stage 
in the shaping of his own writing style.

The whole of Piotrowski’s literary output is characterised by dialecti-
cal tensions between, first, an autobiography and an account of vertical 
movement in a mountainous area; second, bodily-spiritual concreteness 
mediated by figurative linguistic representation; third, literariness, 
evident in the use of narrative and stylistic devices as well as an osten-
sibly austere documentary form; and fourth, subjectivity of perspective 
as well as a tendency to objectify (see Okupnik: 149–58).
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In Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem, the mountaineer avoids using an imper-
sonal style of reportage and regularly implies that his narrative is based 
on authentic experiences. He tells the story in a way that makes it com-
prehensible to both experts and amateurs, but also makes the narrative 
interesting both stylistically and in terms of plot. It is worth mentioning 
that, unlike in his previous books, Piotrowski decides not to include those 
narrative elements which could be described as a kind of mountaineer-
ing manual, such as a glossary of terms, definitions interwoven into 
the narrative, or explanation of activities which constitute the process 
of climbing a particular route.

Piotrowski’s approach to mountaineering prose is not merely prag-
matic, not solely about completing and sorting out his climbing expe-
riences or providing a visual description and an account of a climbing 
route. He also takes an aesthetic approach to writing: the text should 
preserve the unique experience of the writer in a way which evokes the 
idiomatic while avoiding a hermetic style addressed only to the climbing 
community. It entails using literary devices which embellish, as it were, 
the originally austere record, including time inversions, dialogues, indi-
rect speech and free indirect speech, distortion of the cause-effect rela-
tionships, juxtaposition, associations, visual descriptions packed with 
metaphorical comparisons. As such, Piotrowski’s stories are reminiscent 
of fictional literature while at the same time retaining their documentary 
provenance (see Okupnik: 27). The author makes the autobiographical 
pact but he also regales his readers with documentary or para-documen-
tary writing. He weaves a story line which is intended to be evolving 
because of the authenticity of experiences on which it is based, as well 
as its aesthetic values; it is not supposed to be an ‘excruciatingly bor-
ing logbook’ (Kaszlikowski: 205), which schematically enumerates and 
catalogues the subsequent stages of the mountaineering expedition.
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In Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem, Piotrowski constructs a narrative persona 
which is supposed to perform three mutually conditional functions: that 
of a guide to the realm of mountaineering; a chronicler and polymath 
momentarily surprised and fascinated with the alterity of Pakistan; and 
an active mountaineer who somehow performs a mountaineering spec-
tacle in front of the readers. This tangle of functions enables Piotrowski 
to create a self which allows him to gain an insight into his own inti-
mate sphere and objectivise events in which he takes part. A story told 
by such a narrator-protagonist has a clearly autobiographical character, 
appearing to be honest and authentic.

Piotrowski, as a climber and writer, acts like a do-it-yourself enthu-
siast, a bricoleur who selects measures and tools guided by the principle 
of effectiveness with respect to the objective pursued (for which see 
Barratt). This is reflected by the structure of individual chapters, which 
present specific aspects of the expedition and at the same time effectively 
mediate between the tradition of the mountaineering expedition nar-
rative and the desire for self-expression. The mountaineer is aware that 
radical changes in the thematic and plot structure of the expedition nar-
rative entail too much risk and a possibility of misunderstanding. At the 
same time, strict adherence to the compositional pattern of an expedition 
journal would make his text just another variation on a well-known 
theme, and would thus miss the aspect which is particularly important 
to Piotrowski, namely the subjective dimension of mountaineering.

the journey, the climb and the narrative

Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem has a fairly clear structure. The first four chap-
ters of the book (including the introduction) gradually (though in a flu-
id dynamic) immerse the reader in the circumstances surrounding the 
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expedition, and serve as a kind of an exposition aimed at intriguing 
readers, igniting their imaginations, and enriching their knowledge. 
The four subsequent chapters provide that which could be described 
as the real action of the story – an immersive and affective account 
of a mountaineering adventure in the high mountains, in which the 
unique experience of a person moving through mountainous areas 
is fully manifested. The first part, the travel narrative, plays a prepara-
tory role (see Moroz 2010), whereas the second part, the mountaineer-
ing narrative (for which see Hołata), is meant to reveal the quintessence 
and intensity of the Hindu Kush expedition.

An innovative element of the story which binds the travel and 
mountaineering narratives is the portrayal of the expedition as an ex-
ceptional event, a male micro-society which has its own dynamic 
(for which see Robinson) as it experiences a collision with an exotic, 
non-European culture.

Piotrowski shows specific dependencies between the Poles and 
the Yugoslavs, resulting from seemingly petty differences. The lead-
er of the expedition is justifiably concerned about the possibility 
of rivalry. Yugoslav mountaineers, making their debut in such high 
mountains, do not wish to be reduced to the role of assistants help-
ing the more experienced Poles, mainly Kukuczka and Piotrowski, 
who built the strongest and most competent team. Both teams have 
different mountaineering experiences and different abilities to climb 
high mountains. Eventually, the Poles and the Yugoslavs reach the 
summit (a Polish team, a Yugoslav team, and a mixed team), although 
their joint action was put to test on several occasions. Tensions among 
expedition members also relate to the wider issue of cultural alterity. 
Regardless of their nationality, they come into contact with otherness, 
which shapes their identity in contraposition to their self-definition. 
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The Pakistanis consider all the mountaineers as representatives of the 
West. The author finds out that, in the context of ethnic and cultural 
otherness of Pakistani people, and particularly inhabitants of Hindu 
Kush, he defines himself in terms of the Western worldview shaped 
by modernity. The collision resulting from the mountaineers’ attitude 
towards the mountains, which does not fit the worldview of pragmat-
ically oriented local people, is particularly distinct. As a result, the 
local inhabitants regard the climbing expedition as an extravagance 
of rich eccentric people and, as bearers, they want to benefit from the 
assumed wealth of the mountaineers. The author places himself and 
his fellow climbers in opposition to the European and Japanese expe-
ditions which were carried out in that region at the time, and he does 
so because of the economic issues resulting from his expedition’s as-
sociation with the communist bloc (see Sonelski). However, contact 
with otherness allows him to experience a clear affiliation with modern 
western culture despite economic differences. He is able to see himself 
through other people’s eyes even if the Other is sometimes described 
in accordance with certain colonial clichés characteristic of British and 
American travel accounts (see Bayers), portraying the Other as a figure 
of the uncivilised man, a wild or primitive person. For instance, Ab-
dul, a bearer treated by the expedition doctor, initially refused to take 
European medicine and relied on a local folk healer’s cure, but finally 
decided to undergo treatment at the hands of the Polish doctor.

The narrator and protagonist shows the reader around Hindu Kush 
like a guide who, just like the reader, experiences cultural alterity and 
foreign topography. In the opening chapters, which do not contain 
climbing activities per se, the narrative persona is being passively car-
ried along by events. The narrator counteracts this passivity by insert-
ing encyclopaedic interludes based on the history of mountaineering, 
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which serve as a discursive counterpart of climbing and also as a flash-
back enabling a better understanding of the events. On the other hand, 
in the second part of the book, when Piotrowski and Kukuczka ponder 
and test a new climbing route to the summit, the narrative persona be-
comes an active participant and co-creator of the events. An unknown 
topography (vertical space) is rather common, expected and necessary 
for mountaineers and their modus operandi, and thus a familiar con-
stitutive element of climbing. From that moment on, the rhythm of the 
narrative becomes more regular and coherent because the narrator 
gives an account of reality which he considers a part of his identity.

The background of the expedition is described in the ‘Introduc-
tion’. It consists of geographical and historical facts about Hindu Kush 
as well as information regarding previous mountaineering activities 
in that part of the world. The author cites various sources and finally 
outlines the circumstances of the Polish–Yugoslav mountaineering 
expedition to Tirich Mir. The roles Piotrowski plays are clearly demar-
cated. Whereas the encyclopaedic part of the ‘Introduction’ has the 
form of impersonal assessment, the final paragraphs reveal the author 
as he drops the mask of a polymath and recounts his participation 
in the expedition. Then the text transforms into a personal confession:

The expedition was different from the other ones I had participated in. 
It was summer and the weather was favourable. No tragedy occurred, 
no dramatic tension appeared among team members […]. It was a dif-
ficult climb, requiring a great deal of effort and extensive experience. 
[…] [I]n the pages of this story the reader will find a serene image of the 
mountains, devoid of heroic struggles, tragedies or dramas. It might 
even seem that it is a story of a trip to the high mountains taken by some 
nature lovers. That, however, would be a fundamentally 
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false conclusion. Such a course of the expedition was primarily affect-
ed by wonderful weather conditions in the Hindu Kush region. […] 
[T]he bright sun rose high above the mountains. (Piotrowski: 9)

The author makes what Philippe Lejeune would call the autobio-
graphical pact (see Lejeune) and confirms his competence in telling 
the story of climbing Tirich Mir. He possesses both extensive knowl-
edge of climbing and a participant’s direct experience. He concludes 
the section with meta-literary comments which reveal a conscious 
structuring of his narrative. He draws attention to the stylistic and 
plot-centred paradigm characteristic of mountaineering narratives 
and designed to glorify climbing. In his case, this interferes with true 
events which seem to oblige the author to address the distinct incom-
patibility of his writing with the dominant pattern of mountaineering 
adventures. There is also an insight concealed in this, related to the 
relationship between tragic heroism and the sublimity of mountain 
climbing as an exemplary, though probably misconceived, concept 
of expressing emotions and experiences rooted in physical suffering 
(see Reidy: 170–71).

The chapters included in the exposition (‘The Beginning of the 
Road’, ‘From Ziarat to Chitral’ and ‘Scraps of History’) are ordered 
in accordance with the principles of parallelism and simultaneity: 
Piotrowski alters the chronological order of events and widens the 
spectrum of themes addressed in the text, thus providing an outline 
of the background of the main events. The description of the journey 
is intertwined with information which allows the reader to understand 
not only the spatio-temporal context but also the character of the expe-
dition. A non-chronological approach to reconstructing that stage of the 
expedition provides the narrative dynamic. The narrative persona 
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simultaneously leads the reader through quite static factual material 
and the expedition’s logistics as well as an intriguing cultural space 
and topography of Hindu Kush, in which he finds himself.

In ‘The Beginning of the Road’, Piotrowski uses the simple device 
of temporal inversion. He begins by immersing the reader in an uni-
dentified reality, thus emphasising his excitement: ‘The Lawarai Pass 
[…]. I’ve finally been in the mountains.’ (Piotrowski: 10) Subsequent-
ly, he stops the narrative action and recalls previous events which 
have led to that very moment when the author, along with his fellow 
climbers, is traveling across the remote mountain region of Pakistan. 
This narrative device allows Piotrowski not only to avoid an obvious 
solution in the form of chronological presentation of the course of the 
expedition, but also to underline the intimate dimension of his travel 
experience. This state of affective agitation creates a sense of intimacy 
and authenticity.

The chapter ‘From Ziarat to Chitral’ describes a further journey 
towards Tirich Mir and introduces the members of the expedition. 
Piotrowski also reveals the expedition’s goals, an ambitious plan 
in terms of sporting achievement, namely to traverse the east ridge. 
Before that, an important event happens within the flow of the nar-
rative, an event which is of high importance for the dramatic tension 
of Piotrowski’s story: the first encounter with Tirich Mir. Although 
it is an event of short duration and has merely a visual aspect, it also 
has a strong impact upon the narrative persona. The narrator tells 
the story in accordance with the sensibility of a mountaineer who 
is focused on a soaring element of the landscape:

I immediately lost interest in the idyllic image of the fields and stared 
at the snowy apparition rising against the blue sky from a ragged line 
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on the horizon. Surrounded by clouds, it looked like a white curtain 
shielding the mouth of the valley. […] 
 
Eventually, Tirich Mir was no longer a vague image from climbing mag-
azines or photo albums. It materialised in a concrete form, for one short 
moment I could see its real shape. No longer a far-fetched dream, it be-
came a reality. I felt a shiver go through my body. […] It always happens 
in front of each wall, each mountain. Tranquility and reassurance come 
later when the original idea is realised, when the hand touches the 
rough surface of a rock or grips the cold steel ice axe. (Piotrowski: 25–26)

The view of Tirich Mir evokes somatic reactions, animates, and al-
most causes a state of excitement which always appears under similar 
circumstances and fades at the very moment of coming into direct 
contact with the mountain. The view led Piotrowski to reflect upon 
the ontology of climbing, defined by a dialectic relationship between 
elusive abstraction and material, physical concreteness of the rock and 
the climber. It is an important passage because it reveals for the first 
time the concept of the haptic sublime, a staple of mountaineering 
literature which serves as a kind of conceptualisation of mountain-
eering experience, essentially incommunicable by other means, and 
at the same time as aesthetic ideology shaping the style of writing (see 
McNee 2014).That momentary, and therefore unsatisfactory, experience 
of gazing at the mountain peak from a distance provokes the author 
to reconstruct the history of the subject of his fascination in the sub-
sequent chapter of his book.

Indeed, the chapter ‘Scraps of History’ is an encyclopaedic essay 
on the history of mountaineering activities in the Tirich Mir massif. 
Writing in 1988, Piotrowski treats this issue broadly and includes the 
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expeditions which took place after 1978. In particular, he writes exten-
sively about the struggles of Polish mountaineers who have attempted 
to reach the summit. He distances himself from his own expedition, 
which gives the chapter a particular position within the structure of the 
book, since the author is transformed from a participant into a kind 
of curator who shows the reader around the museum of mountain-
eering achievements and failures. He takes into account all the details 
and does that with impressive fastidiousness, which suggests that the 
collection is in fact a discursive form of manifestation of Tirich Mir 
which emotionally enthrals Piotrowski. At the same time, this reversal 
of roles indicates the problem of the relation between the expedition 
as a constellation of various events and the time involved in transform-
ing it into a coherent story. Piotrowski as a chronicler who skilfully 
navigates the intricacies of the history of mountaineering in Hindu 
Kush excludes himself from the Polish–Yugoslav expedition to return 
to this theme in the next chapter, which is supposed to effectively 
immerse the reader in the experiences of 1978. Piotrowski’s narrative 
in ‘Scraps of History’ lays bare its hidden status of aporetic writing 
in statu nascendi while being ex post at the same time. It shows quite 
clearly a fundamental paradox of mountaineering literature as, on the 
one hand, a derivative from the experience of a climber’s vertical bodily 
movement and, on the other, a discursive and conceptual tool neces-
sary to express the unique affects of the mountaineering experience.

This encyclopaedic compound closes the exposition, clearly indi-
cating the changes in the dynamic of the Polish–Yugoslav expedition 
which will occur in the next chapter. Although the part of the book 
which narrates the journey seems less important than climbing itself, 
the compositional solution implemented by Piotrowski effectively 
reinvigorates the narrative of the initial stage of the expedition and 
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confirms his competence as a writer. The technique of collage plays 
a vital role in the structure of the chapter ‘Scraps of History’, where 
the author describes the tragic events of the Polish expedition of 1975. 
He quotes an extract from the report prepared by the Polish Alpine 
Association after the death of one of Polish climbers, an excerpt from 
the article published in the Taternik magazine with regard to the event, 
as well as an account of the occurrence delivered by one of the partic-
ipants (Piotrowski: 38–40). In a later chapter entitled ‘Icefalls’, which 
belongs to the part of Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem dedicated to the climb, 
the author includes in his narrative an extract from a book by Jan K. 
Dorawski which deals with one of the symptoms of hypoxia, namely 
Cheyne–Stokes respiration (see Piotrowski: 67), whereas in another 
place he recalls his own jottings from a journal written during the 1978 
expedition (Piotrowski: 72). The author aborts this device in the last 
two chapters of the book, ‘At the Ridge’ and ‘The Sun over the Moun-
tains’, which are dedicated to the climb. Owing to the collage technique 
in a broad sense of the term – including temporal inversions, insertion 
of essayistic elements into fictional chapters, changes in focalisation 
– the part of the book which deals with the journey, far from being 
a dreary prelude, is to some extent a simulation of the state of antici-
pation and tension experienced by the narrative persona. The narrator 
is capable of leading the reader through quite static factual material 
and relatively bleak logistical details of the expedition as well as the 
intriguing and unusual cultural space and topography of Hindu Kush.

The subsequent part of the book is entirely dedicated to the climb. 
The chapters ‘Road to the Base Camp’, ‘Icefalls’, ‘At the Ridge’ and ‘The 
Sun Over the Mountains’ form the substance of the expedition nar-
rative and depict the process of climbing Tirich Mir East. The change 
in the dynamic mentioned above – from the end of the journey to the 
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beginning of the climbing process – is depicted in ‘Road to the Base 
Camp’. It is a condensed account of moving to the region of Tirich 
Mir, where the mountaineers plan to carry out high-altitude climbing. 
Whereas previously the very moment of seeing the mountain from 
a distance bore significance to the narrative, now importance shifts 
to the matter of how to start the climb and come into close contact 
with the mountain. A direct confrontation with Tirich Mir defines the 
boundary between a travel story (from the previous chapters) and the 
mountaineering account (in the current and subsequent chapters). 
When in the final part of ‘Road to the Base Camp’ Piotrowski, accom-
panied by Kukuczka, is observing the mountain walls and an iceberg 
through binoculars, it becomes clear that the horizontal journey is be-
ing replaced by vertical movement. A characteristic feature of this part 
is the mountaineers’ perceptions of the mountainous area, which push-
es into the background the aesthetic contemplation and gives priority 
to finding the possibility of moving in the rocky mountainous area, 
perceived as a climbing route: ‘I put the binoculars to my eyes. The cas-
cades of ice were magnified; the chaos of cracks, shattered seracs and 
mounds of ice blocks became clearly visible. […] I had a thorough look 
at the whole icefall – no single weak point which would hold promise 
of opening a way to the top of the mountain.’ (Piotrowski: 59)

From that moment on, the climbers’ actions gain momentum, which 
is reflected in the change of the method of locating events in time. 
Up until that moment, time was almost a homogenous mass, rather 
perfunctorily divided. Now it starts to be measured quite accurately 
due to a significant intensification of the expedition’s activities. On the 
one hand, the author freely depicts time realities of the journey, which 
allows him to express the monotony of the movement and supplement 
the story with retrospective and historical elements. On the other hand, 
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he is precise only if this results from the pragmatics of the climb: 
reporting dates daily allows the reader to follow a particular process 
(and simultaneously to verify the honesty of the author and the au-
thenticity of the story itself). Dating is also linked to the information 
about weather conditions. When the action speeds up and the chances 
of scaling Tirich Mir are more and more realistic, or when the climbing 
teams overcome consecutive difficulties on a glacier or a rock surface, 
then the daily information including dates and short weather reports, 
usually placed at the beginning of a paragraph, becomes a permanent 
element and imposes a certain rhythm upon the narrative up until the 
end of the expedition, most explicitly in the chapters ‘At the Ridge’ and 
‘The Sun over the Mountains’.

In the part of the text devoted to the climb, Piotrowski makes use 
of the basic elements of the plot of an expedition narrative (for which 
see Hołata). He takes into account the following: setting up the base 
camp, searching for a possible route to the summit, establishing new 
camps, reaching the summit, and closing down the base camp (see Tu-
midajewicz). The author follows the chronological order of events, but 
he also tries to avoid composing the plot by enumerating consecutive 
events. This would resemble too closely the official report published 
in Taternik (for which see Pietraszek and Rudziński). He presents the 
events through the filter of his own experiences and describes those 
in which he was directly involved. The narrator registers occurrences 
and provides insight into the expedition as one of its participants. This 
inside peek of the events, which is characteristic of mountaineering 
literature (see Dhar: 356), is supposed to transform the readers into 
active participants of the mountaineering adventures in Hindu Kush. 
Narration usually begins with a visual introduction in medias res, and 
the narrator either adopts the points of view of the team (using plural 
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forms), or focuses on his own subjectivity and condition (exposing his 
own self). Such introductions are supposed to eliminate the danger 
of an excessively documentary character of the narrative by applying 
to it some characteristic features of a novel (for which see Głowiński: 
125–42) and at the same time maintaining the authentic perspective 
of a participant.

subjectivity, sPace and sublimity

While presenting the subsequent stages of climbing Tirich Mir, Pi-
otrowski reveals his own subjectivity (to use a term James Lester 
adapted for the psychological study of mountaineering [see Lester]). 
He talks about his experiences, emotions and impressions as they are 
caused by movement occurring in the vertical space and by bodily 
contact with the rock. At the same time, he devotes a great deal of at-
tention to descriptions of minor activities undertaken in the specific 
conditions of a mountain whose peak is almost eight thousand metres 
high. Often, these are descriptions of daily activities, such as cooking 
or eating, or physical conditions and physiological processes. The focus 
on a pragmatic and particular dimension of the relationship to the 
mountain might suggest that Piotrowski remains unmoved by what 
goes beyond such technical descriptions, and clearly transcends the 
material reality of climbing. In fact, this concern to be scrupulous in re-
cording everything which constitutes the arduous process of climbing 
in Hindu Kush is intended to solve an important issue of mountain-
eering narratives which authors have been struggling with since the 
inception of this type of narrative in the early stages of the modern 
era (see McNee 2016: 59–72), especially in Poland (see Kolbuszewski 
1976). Piotrowski is aware of the difficulties in expressing the unique 
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experience of mountain climbing. Therefore, he acts in accordance with 
the principles of mountaineering pragmatics, focusing his attention 
on things which are necessary and essential from a climber’s point 
of view: equipment, topography and movement contribute to the nar-
rative design (see Nettlefold and Stratford). Descriptions devoted to the 
ways of climbing and difficulties encountered while moving on the 
rocks and glaciers, the equipment used by climbers, and the securi-
ty measures they follow are of greater importance than picturesque 
landscapes. The mountains do not encourage the narrative persona 
to make any aesthetic or philosophical reflection, as they belong to the 
realm of concrete and somatic praxis in which the narrative persona 
recognises himself, constitutes his identity, and becomes the subject 
of physical and (post factum) cultural transgression.

In one passage, the narrator clearly defines the teleology of his 
actions: ‘We did not come here to relax or admire the majesty of the 
mountains. We were aware of the difficulties and the arduous route 
which awaited us. That meant hard work for us. So we moved forward, 
weaving between rocks, searching for the most convenient passages.’ 
(Piotrowski: 95) The fragment clearly shows the connection between 
the mountain and human subjectivity. In order to resist the temptation 
to immerse himself in passive contemplation, the narrator undertakes 
practical action, aimed at the efficacy of movement. The mountainous 
area manifests itself as a climbing route in which the climbers are 
utterly engaged, and at the same time it radically limits engagement 
in more intellectual pursuits during the course of the climb as well 
as stimulates the narrative persona to undertake meditation work 
ex post, as is demonstrated by the above passage.

The narrative persona defines himself by his existence in the 
mountainous area, which spurs his self-reflection. This finds an outlet 
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in reflections on the nature of climbing, interwoven in the main part 
of the narrative, articulated somehow involuntarily, at the margin 
of the essential part of the account of the climb. Interestingly, the 
narrative persona makes such remarks whenever he feels tired. In one 
such case, Piotrowski writes down an important observation which 
makes it possible to understand the character of the textual identity 
construction as well as the crux of the mountaineering discourse:

A few moments to relish the beauty of pristine wild nature, a few 
minutes for the perception of aesthetic impressions. After that, toil 
and sweat pour once again into your eyes, breath becomes rapid from 
exhaustion, shoulders ache from the excessive weight. Through blurred 
eyes one cannot see the wonderful texture of the snow, its unusual 
shapes and its colour changing under the influence of light. The per-
ception becomes flattened, narrowed down to just a few feet […]. The 
only sensation which remains is the feeling of increasing tiredness and 
the overwhelming desire to collapse onto the snow and remain there 
motionless[.] (Piotrowski: 96)

The passage reveals the dissonance between the natural sensual percep-
tion of the high-altitude area and the deceptiveness of its excessively 
aestheticising descriptions, which distort the material and spatial di-
mension of the climb. Seemingly, Piotrowski talks only about fatigue, 
which is an inseparable element of vertical movement, and therefore 
he drives out of sight all the aesthetic and spiritual reflections, leav-
ing only the rough matter-of-factness of the physical matter of the 
rock and the human body. However, the issue is more complex, since 
Piotrowski touches on the factors which determine the exceptional 
mountaineering experience. The climber’s body, sensually anchored 
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to the mountainous environment, skilfully moving through dangerous 
areas, serves as a tool of visual perception while also determining con-
tact with space and unique sensations which are unavailable in other 
athletic endeavours, spatial activities or daily routines (see Lewis). 
In this context, it becomes clear why Piotrowski so often pays attention 
to the relationship between movement, body, space and his own unique 
experience. In the tradition of modern mountaineering literature, 
he understands that he needs to present this dialectic weave if he wants 
to approximate an expression of the otherwise elusive reality.

Here is another passage where the narrator, having climbed an ex-
tremely exhausting and challenging section of a demanding vertical 
route, admits to his disappointment and impatience:

I was standing in front of a high serac, above which there was only the 
dark-blue sky. Despite great fatigue, I didn’t stop for a moment. […] 
I climbed over the edge. Sweat was pouring into my eyes, spasmodic 
breath inflated my lungs. […] I took the heavy rucksack off my back. 
I sat down. At the first moment I couldn’t understand why this hap-
pened, where the icy gorge came from, and why we had to take further 
risk. After all, it was supposed to be the easy part, hassle-free, a mere 
walk across an icy plain. (Piotrowski: 76)

This confession begins with a brief description of the location: the 
narrator depicts the place where he currently is, what he can see there, 
but almost immediately moves into action. He abandons the looming 
possibility of passive contemplation. It seems honest and somehow 
natural, precisely because of an unveiling of weakness and the related 
doubt about the chances of a successful climb. The narrator focuses 
on the physical aspect of his experiences but also shares his intimate 
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feelings. An important issue here is resisting the temptation of a certain 
kind of self-glorification, which might falsely idealise the situation 
and imprison the narrative persona in some costume of artificiality.

A particularly strenuous climbing experience occurs in the time 
interval leading up to reaching the summit. It plays a major role in the 
context of the identity-building process. It is a case of an out-of-body 
experience occurring within a spatial description. The stylistic devices 
and the method of conceptualisation indirectly reveal the mountaineer-
ing sensibility of the narrative persona. Before Piotrowski, Kukuczka 
and Wroczyński reach the top of Tirich Mir East, the narrator records:

The summit ridge. Hard ice surface, smoothened under the influence 
of wind. The shimmering glow of the sunbeams. And there is no more 
wind or storm attacking fiercely, insidiously, incessantly. Freezing cold 
spreads throughout the entire body. The feet become numb, losing the 
rest of the heat. Icicles hanging from the moustache and sticking to the 
beard. Spasmodic breathing with the mouth open to catch breath in the 
rarified air, icy wind whipping the faces. (Piotrowski: 114)

The narrator focuses on his suffering as it is caused by the high-altitude 
and atmospheric conditions. Between the lines of this passage there 
emerges a fragmented image of a mountaineer immersed in a danger-
ous mountainous reality. Short staccato sentences or, to be more pre-
cise, gerund clauses form a linguistic equivalent of sensory experience 
as so many juxtapositions of images which vividly describe small sec-
tions of the ridges and parts of the climber’s body, whipped by the wind 
and snow. The summit area is dangerous, hostile and inimical; it causes 
damage to the climber’s body. Initially, it discourages Piotrowski from 
taking any photographs documenting the act of reaching the summit. 
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Photography is of great importance in twentieth-century mountain-
eering narratives, particularly in the accounts of expeditions aimed 
at reaching yet unreached summits or marking out new routes (see 
Brown). It serves the purpose of documenting climbing achievements 
and confirming the authenticity of the narrative. It partially saves the 
author the trouble of expressing the experience of reaching the sum-
mit: the insufficiency of language is replaced by the visual directness 
of photography. Piotrowski admits that he had no intention of taking 
photographs of the act of reaching the summit. Only when Wroczyński, 
who intuitively understands the importance of photography, urges 
him (‘We need to have some photographs of the summit’ [Piotrowski: 
115]) does Piotrowski take out his camera and immortalise the Polish 
achievement. This reluctance is connected not only with extreme physi-
cal discomfort – cold – but also with the awareness that the climbers will 
fail to realise their original plan. Kukuczka, Piotrowski and Wroczyński 
are aware that their intention to climb the traverse is doomed to fail-
ure because of the weather conditions, so they abandon it. Creating 
an image of a cold and dangerous area, the narrator records: ‘I left 
Tirich Mir behind me. A shower of ice picks spouted all over my face. 
I moved sluggishly down the ridge, right into the shimmering glow 
of the sunbeams reflected in icy mirrors. The cold sun burned high 
above the mountains.’ (Ibid.: 116)

The experience was reversed by scaling the previously unclimbed 
summit of Bindu Ghul Zom, which triggered a feeling of satisfaction: 
‘The summit. Nobody has been here before us. Our response to this 
event was a handshake. We sat on the rocks covering the summit. 
Eyes involuntarily went over the mountain pass towards the snowy 
ridge, blurred in the fog enveloping Tirich Mir. Just yesterday, we were 
up there, today we went down a bit lower, and now it is one of the many 
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roads I have travelled in my life.’ (Ibid.: 120). Mountaineers are often 
modest conquerors who do not show their emotions. This emotional 
shamefacedness, which stems from modernist and avant-garde move-
ments in Polish literature (for which see Dauksza: 37–70; Sławiński), 
seems to be an efficient stylistic device which saves the author the 
trouble of an adequate expression of joy for reasons incomprehensible 
to amateurs. The climbers briefly admire Tirich Mir, which triggers 
a laconic existential reflection. Piotrowski and Kukuczka are not ca-
pable of shaking the memory of their partial success, and even the 
pioneering expedition to Bindu Ghul Zom cannot weaken this bitter 
feeling. The joy is then streaked with an undertone of melancholy.

In the last paragraph of his book, Piotrowski refers to the remarks 
formulated in the ‘Introduction’ as well as observations made in the 
course of the route to the top of Tirich Mir East. The imagery of the sun 
over the mountains recurs. The whole narrative is summed up by a sub-
lime image of a human being in front of the majesty of the mountains, 
which also pose a challenge and are the realm which constitutes hu-
man subjectivity: ‘Above a wild rose-bush, on which some delayed 
buds were turning pink, majestic Tirich Mir rose against the sky like 
a white pyramid. I involuntarily stopped upon my walk. I was bidding 
a last farewell to the mountain which was preserved in my memory 
as a happy summit. The sun always shines brightly over Tirich Mir.’ 
(Piotrowski: 128)

Intense climbing experiences, descriptions of the climb and the 
mountainous area or the climber himself share a common feature, 
namely the way in which one’s own experience, otherwise difficult 
to express, is conceptualised in the form of a sublime state or sensa-
tion. The above extracts from chapters devoted to climbing activities 
seem to place Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem within the aesthetic of the haptic 
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sublime, which, as shown by Alan NcNee, is a typical feature of mod-
ern mountaineering literature. Piotrowski’s story constantly revolves 
around the issue of representing the mountaineering experience and 
its role in constituting the identity of the narrative persona. As Pi-
otrowski demonstrates, the core of the experience is defined by move-
ment through which the self comes into a direct contact with the 
mountain. Aesthetic contemplation or a passive perception of majestic 
views are in fact a negation of the climb, or alternatively complement 
it, and hence Piotrowski often points to the physical character of the 
climb. The narrator talks about his mood, condition and exhaustion. 
He recalls the moments of extreme discomfort and places the experi-
ences in the main frame of the precise description of the gradual climb 
to the top of the mountain, of constant vertical movement towards 
the summit. The body and vertical space are intrinsically inseparable 
in Piotrowski’s narrative. The body of the climber, who overcomes the 
difficulties of rock climbing, struggles with the atmospheric condi-
tions and moves in a dangerous albeit exciting area, causes a unique 
experience consisting of the specific aura of transgression and a cer-
tain kind of inexpressible transcendence reserved to climbing (see 
Pacukiewicz 2012). While reading Piotrowski’s narrative, one might 
come to the conclusion that extreme fatigue is an essential element 
of a mountaineer’s identity.

conclusion

Piotrowski combines the willingness to narrate his personal experienc-
es of climbing Tirich Mir, and how it shaped his mountaineering and 
spiritual biography as a coherent identity (for which see Davidson), 
with the need to present the complex modus operandi of a high-altitude 
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mountaineering expedition, which is made even more interesting 
by the fact that it was comprised of members of two nations. Słońce 
nad Tiricz Mirem follows the pattern of a mountaineering expedition 
narrative, well known in mountaineering literature, but at the same 
time it breaks this pattern (though not entirely successfully).

Piotrowski produced a book whose character is a hybrid one both 
in formal and conceptual terms. At first glance, it seems to be just an-
other story of a mountaineering expedition, yet after careful reading 
it can be interpreted as a record of struggles with this type of narra-
tive within the framework of mountaineering literature. Due to its 
innovative potential, Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem, and Piotrowski’s prose 
as a whole, indicate that the Polish mountaineering literature of the 
second half of the twentieth century witnessed an occurrence of ge-
neric stability and even fossilisation of discourse faced with two al-
ternative options: to search for new forms of narration and open itself 
to literariness, or to use well-known and tested narrative devices and 
methods of conceptualisation of the climbing praxis. Piotrowski seems 
to be poised between these two alternatives. ❦
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Povzetek

Članek obravnava knjigo Tadeusza Piotrowskega Słońce nad Tiricz Mi-
rem (Sonce nad Tirič Mirom), ki govori o poljsko-jugoslovanski odpravi 
v Hindukuš iz leta 1978. Pripravljenost na pripovedovanje o osebnem 
doživljanju plezanja na skoraj osem tisoč metrov visoki Tirič Mir 
(in o tem, kako je to plezanje izoblikovalo njegovo gorniško in duhovno 
biografijo v celovito identiteto) Piotrowski poveže s potrebo po prikazu 
kompleksnega delovanja alpinistične odprave (katere moštvo sestav-
ljajo pripadniki kar dveh narodov). Kar je na prvi pogled le ena v nizu 
zgodb o gorniških odpravah, se ob pozornem branju izkaže za popis 
boja s tem tipom pripovedi v okviru alpinistične literature.

Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem se ravna po obrazcu odpravarske gorniške 
pripovedi, a obenem poskuša s tem obrazcem prelomiti. Ponavljanje 
obrazca v tem primeru spremljajo določene tematske in strukturne 
modifikacije, in sicer zlasti avtorjevo poglabljanje v tujo, v poljskem 
kontekstu razmeroma zanimivo kulturo in uporaba tehnike kolaža 
v kompoziciji knjige. Tekst natančno sledi literarni formi popotne-
ga dnevnika, se dosledno izogiba formi uradnega poročila o odpravi 
in posega po tehnikah reportaže. Prvoosebni pripovedovalec osvetljuje 
le tiste ljudi in reči, s katerimi se tako ali drugače sooči. Pomenljivo 
je, da hkrati z intenzivnostjo plezanja narašča tudi pripovedovalčevo 
izkustvo sublimnega: sublimno prvič vznikne ob uzrtju gore (najprej 
skozi daljnogled in nato z lastnimi očmi), kulminira pa v zadnjem po-
glavju, ki je posvečeno preboju na vrh gore.

Słońce nad Tiricz Mirem in proza Piotrowskega nasploh nakazujeta, 
da je poljska alpinistična literatura druge polovice 20. stoletja dosegla 
določeno žanrsko stabilnost in celo fosilizacijo diskurza, soočenega 
z alternativo med iskanjem novih pripovednih form v prid literarnosti 
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ter naslanjanjem na preverjene in obrabljene pripovedne postopke 
in načine osmišljanja plezanja. Piotrowskega lahko umestimo v presek 
med tema potema.
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