
→→ fig. 1  Sohrabi, Sanaz, Spectres of the 
Subterranean (Part I): Rhymes and Songs 
for the Oil Minister (Installation view), 
(2019-ongoing), Multimedia installation. 
Photo by E.G. Schempf, courtesy of the 
artist and Charlotte Street Foundation.
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RUMINATIONS ON PETROPUBLICS  
ACROSS BORDERS

Sanaz Sohrabi 

Petropublics Across Borders (2019-ongoing) is an inventory of philatelic and 
mixed media archives whose visual lexicon is formed around oil’s indexicality 
and its political significance for resource nationalism and decolonial politics 
during 1950-1980. Conceived as an assembly of archives, photographic prints, 
and text, Petropublics Across Borders’ discursive treatment of text and image 
reverberates with the image-text structure of philatelic visual vehicles oper-
ating as image-objects roaming across geographical borders, transplanting 
their respective political ideologies with oil as their primary indexical marker. 
It charts out the transnational philatelic imaginaries of the global decoloni-
zation movement through the prism of imperial legacies of oil extraction, 
their techno-utopian underpinnings, and lasting socio-political influence. The 
transnational incorporation of postal stamps became a visual manifestation 
of sovereignty over natural resources for recently independent states and 
those whose oil industries had recently been nationalized. Philatelic media 
helped shape an evolving visual vocabulary around the nationalization of 
oil and industrial independence that started in the late 1950s, proliferated 
between 1960 and 1980, and significantly declined by the early 1990s. During 
this period, the philatelic visual repertoire of oil expanded the purview of 
decolonial routes to industrial modernity and closely reflected the geopolitics 
of water gateways, vital ports, and territories through which strategic pipe-
lines traversed and were connected to the global water transportation system. 
Situated at the intersection of visual arts and research, this project maps the 
ways in which the visual cultures of oil were tasked to navigate the politics 
of nation-building on the one hand and to build transnational solidarity on 
the other. Petropublics Across Borders is an ongoing archival assembly that 
charts out the frictions, overlaps, and unlikely alignments during this period. 
The first part of this assembly is a multimedia installation titled Spectres of 
the Subterranean (Part I): Rhymes and Songs for the Oil Minister (fig. 1). It recon-
structs and crisscrosses disparate timelines, while attending to the excess of 
images, their contradictory contexts of production from which they emerge, 
the traces and the silences they create along their social and political paths. 

I examine the postage stamp not merely “as an image or an artefact but,” 
as artist and theorist Kodow Eshun suggests, “as an infrastructure of 
modernity that enacts 19th-century imperialism’s Pan-European desire for a 
universal network of communication and exemplifies the postcolonial state’s 
desire for centralization.”1 The adoption of the phila-
telic infrastructure by postcolonial states was instru-
mental in forging the connection between psycho-so-
cial imaginaries of oil in which oil’s visual afterlife 

continued to be entan-
gled with the inherited 
imperial visual logics 
and its “documentarian 
impulse.”2 The imperial 
desire to document 
and to circulate the 
sites and sights of oil 
production through 
visual and technical 
media continued to shape and influence the petrocultural imaginations of 
many postcolonial societies. It is useful to borrow the philosophical rendi-
tion of theorist Achille Mbembe on postcolony to examine the historical 
inheritance of the Western oil imperialism within these societies. This inher-
itance as Mbembe suggests, is “made up of discontinuities, reversals, iner-
tias, and swings that overlay one another, interpenetrate one another, and 
envelope one another: an entanglement.”3 The medium of postal stamps accu-
rately enacts what Mbembe refers to as postcolonial ‘entanglements,’ whose 
effects of historical relays continued to transform the masses politically with 
a particular crossroad between an aestheticization of oil extraction and a 
mediated encounter with techno-ecological consciousness. 

Philately: French philatélie, from philo, denoting a liking for what is specified + 
Greek ateleia exemption from payment, from a- ‘not’ + telos ‘toll, tax.’ When a 
letter was ‘carriage-free,’ or carriage prepaid by the sender, it was formerly stamped 
with the word free; the fact is now indicated by its bearing a postage stamp.4

These philatelic visual repertoires continue to carry the social footprints of 
oil while they retain a unique proximity that is at once historical, archival, 
and symbolic, to it. The medium of postal stamps enact the economic struc-
ture of the global communication system wherein the value of each stamp is 
measured against the distance and weight it can propel, while their symbolic 
value is transformed once they are treated as archival 
artefacts and collectors’ items. Having surpassed this 
value threshold and from being items of usage to 
adopting the status of an archival artefact, these stamps 
continue to extend their haptic traces bearing the 
marking of their transport across borders and markets 
with each new viewer, seller, collector or artist-gleaner. 
The image of national oil was tasked with the mission 
to unify the masses, allowing them to imagine their 



↓↓ fig. 2  Sohrabi, Sanaz, Close up scans of 
First Day Cover letters and stamps cele-
brating Iraq’s second and fourth anniversary 
of nationalization of oil industry (1976, 1974), 
Iran’s twentieth anniversary of nationali-
zation of oil industry (1970), and Syrian oil 
industry (1968), Original Archives.
 

→→ fig. 3  Sohrabi, Sanaz, Close up scan of 
First Day Cover letter celebrating Kuwait’s 
first shipment of crude oil (1966), Original 
Archive.
 

↑↑ fig. 4  Screen 
capture from “The 
late Amir Sheikh 
Ahmad Al-Jaber 
Al-Sabah during 
the ceremony of 
exporting the first 
Kuwaiti oil shipment 
on 30th of June, 
1946,” Kuwait 
News Agency 
(KUNA), August 
27, 2021. https://
www.kuna.net.kw/
ArticleDetails.aspx-
?id=2509366&lan-
guage=en
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position vis-à-vis a secured future, while it pulled threads from origin stories 
and imperial temporal markers; the first oil well, the first shipment of oil, the 
first gusher, all of which have been sliced out by the “imperial shutter” of the 
Western oil enterprises.5 Outlines and silhouettes of states were merged with 
hollowed-out images of infrastructures, coupling the two as one seamless 
entity; refineries and pipelines, tankers, and oil wells were projected onto 
maps and visual representations of territories putting infrastructures of oil 
into a dialogue with resource nationalism (fig. 2). This dialogue, however, was 
not fully devoid of ideological antagonisms or competing and contradictory 
political projects within and beyond their respective borders. Different 
national, state, and imperial actors have drawn upon ideological frameworks 
to tether oil as a material commodity to sociocultural categories such as 
class, urban mobility, ethnicity and national belonging. What is critical 
for Petropublics Across Borders is to unpack oil’s indexicality not simply 
through its iconic relationship between oil’s physical infrastructures and their 
representations, but rather by narrativizing the articulations of proximity, 
relation, and intimacy between oil and its spectres, between oil as the unified 
subsoil, and its multiplied magical national others. 

Venezuelan anthropologist, Fernando Coronil, expands upon the image of 
national oil as a conduit of social invisibility and historical amnesia that is 
deeply connected to the structural and infrastructural procedures that have 
transformed the use-value of oil to an exchange value, with social and political 
renditions that are unique to each oil nation.6 The vicissitudes within the 
competing and contradictory national visions in the construction of disparate 
oil nations are connected to the ways in which oil’s value was domesticated, 
rendering its magic visible in the fabrics of urban life, educational books, 
museums, and other sites and sights wherein state continues to manifest itself. 
This transformation of oil from a global commodity to a magical sign of national 
independence is uniquely archived in these philatelic visual media. Political 
celebrations, inaugurations, first eruptions and shipments of crude oil, expul-
sions of colonial powers, coups and revolution, caesuras and reopenings–– all 
of which shape an ever-changing lexicon of national oil. For instance, on June 
30th, 1966 a series of First Day Cover (FDC) letters and stamps were published 
and circulated across Kuwait celebrating the 20th anniversary of its first ship-
ment of crude oil (fig. 3). The image on the left side of the FDC is a replication of 
a photographic image, which is, in fact, part of a larger series of photographic 
sequences that have documented the inauguration of Kuwait’s shipment of 
crude oil on June 30th, 1946 (fig. 4). This replication depicts Sheikh Ahmad Al 
Jaber Al Sabah, the ruler of Kuwait cropped from the rest of the occupants 
in the original photograph, rendering him the sole protagonist in the image. 
Removing the photographic details works in tandem with 
the process of monumentalizing a historical moment, 
transforming it into a roaming and ossified visual surro-
gate, once again drawing from the repertoire of images 
through which the national oil has been registered. 

The enactment of popular national sovereignty is coupled with the process 
of internalizing the Anglo-European and North American paradigms of 
petromodernity through the adoption of their philatelic infrastructures of 
communication and circulation. At the same time, the image of national 
oil on the move speaks to the egalitarian promise of philatelic infrastruc-
ture that concurrently addresses the figure of national citizens and the 
transnational audiences through temporal and geographical tetherings. 
From the 1950s to the 1980s, the symbol of oil as the object of national 
and technical progress was developed adjacently to the period of global 
decolonization in which OPEC (est. 1960, Baghdad) and Arab Petroleum 
Congress (est. 1959, Cairo) meetings marked the era of “raw material 
sovereignty” and transnational solidarity grounded on oil activism.7 What 
is evident within the political projects of OPEC and Arab Petroleum Congress 
is a radical shift in navigating oil as a national index, geopolitical weapon, and 
an axis of solidarity in which the subsoil was supposed to seemingly unite all 
the disparate nations above it (fig. 5). However, the complex 
South-South relationships between the OPEC member 
states during this period, electing oil as its primary actor, 
is rippled with ideological antagonisms and collateral 
wars over resources. 



←← fig. 5  Sohrabi, 
Sanaz, Spectres of 
the Subterranean 
(Part I): Rhymes and 
Songs for the Oil 
Minister (Film still), 
(2019-ongoing), 
Digitized Super 8 
film.
 

↑↑ fig. 6  Sohrabi, 
Sanaz, Spectres of 
the Subterranean 
(Part I): Rhymes 
and Songs for 
the Oil Minister 
(Detail view), 
(2019-ongoing), 
Multimedia installa-
tion. Photo by E.G. 
Schempf, courtesy 
of the artist and 
Charlotte Street 
Foundation.
 

↑↑ fig. 7  Sohrabi, Sanaz, Spectres of the Subterranean (Part I): 
Rhymes and Songs for the Oil Minister (Detail view), (2019-ongoing), 
Multimedia installation. Photo by E.G. Schempf, courtesy of the 
artist and Charlotte Street Foundation.
 

↑↑ fig. 8  Sohrabi, Sanaz, Spectres of the 
Subterranean (Part I): Rhymes and Songs 
for the Oil Minister (Detail view), (2019-
ongoing), Multimedia installation. Photo by 
E.G. Schempf, courtesy of the artist and 
Charlotte Street Foundation.

↑↑ fig. 9  Sohrabi, Sanaz, Scan of a postal 
stamp celebrating the twentieth anniver-
sary of OPEC’s establishment printed and 
circulated in Libya (1980), Original Archive.
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The collateral eight-
year-long war (1980-
1988) between Iran 
and Iraq, two founding 
members of OPEC, 
not only proved the 
impossibility of main-
taining oil as a basis of 
solidarity, but it also 
became a culminating 
marker for an era of 
global decolonization, its horizon of possibilities and missed opportunities of 
political unity. This historical juncture from which the spectre of solidarity 
fades out of the frame coincides with the onset of Iraq’s imposed war on Iran, 
marking a critical and grim turning point in the “potential history” of OPEC’s 
transnational solidarity project on the surface.8 One of the temporal markers 
in Petropublics Across Borders is the start of the Iran-Iraq war on September 
22, 1980 as an unofficial closure to the legacies of oil-centered political mobili-
zation along with their ambivalences and contradictions. This date also eerily 
coincides with the publication of a series of unified postal stamps branded as 
“Progress Through Solidarity” and a music vinyl produced by Petroleos de 
Venezuela, titled “Rhymes and Songs for OPEC,” speaking to the polarizing 
political culture of different OPEC members at the time (fig. 6). Released less 
than two weeks before Iraq's invasion of Iran, “Rhymes and Songs for OPEC” 
can be identified both as a document attesting to the solidarity-building 
power of oil and a monument to its failed promises and missed opportunities. 

Originally conceived by Eduardo Prato Moros, “Rhymes and Songs for 
OPEC” comprises twelve musical tracks of folklore songs selected in collab-
oration with the diplomatic missions of the respective OPEC member states 
in Caracas, pointing at the promise to link the peoples of OPEC countries 
together through arts and culture. The project was enthusiastically endorsed 
by the Central University of Venezuela’s Concert Choir and its director Teresa 
Jaen. “Rhymes and Songs for OPEC” coalesces historical, 
aural, and archival relations that are deeply revealing for 

this project (fig. 7). Listening to “Rhymes 
and Songs for OPEC,” with its songs 
representing each OPEC’s member 
state involved in its production, I was 
engulfed with the sonic reverberations 
echoing the political ambivalence 
and ideological contradictions of 
Tricontinental solidarity through the 
prism of oil (fig. 8). Even though the 
musical scores produced for OPEC 
invoked a completely new sensory mode 
to experience oil’s political potential, 
OPEC’s seemingly synchronous sonic 
portrayal of transnational solidarity was 
haunted by the scores of unrecorded 
voices of dissent protesting the growing 
political repression and unequal social 
footprints of oil following the inde-
pendence and nationalization of oil 
industries in many of its member states. 
Along with the musical vinyl that was 
produced in Venezuela, all member 
states at the time univocally circulated 
a series of stamps with OPEC as its main propeller and 
unifying agent, bearing the motto of “Progress Through 
Solidarity” as their  hallmark in what it was the first and 
perhaps the final transnational project of its kind, reiter-
ating the salience of oil philatelia at the time (fig. 9).

“Rhymes and Songs for OPEC” and “Progress Through 
Solidarity” both stand as two significant temporal 
markers in my archival assembly, particularly because 
they are parts and parcels of an unfinished timeline of 
Tricontinental solidarity. What other temporal markers, 
missed opportunities, and slippages can be constellated 
in re-reading OPEC’s history and the broader transna-
tional project of resource sovereignty and decolonial 
politics? Nested in archival lacunas, some have been 
more silenced than others, some are guarded in the 
corporate and media archives, and some have simply 
slipped out of the story. As an archival assembly, 
Petropublics Across Borders enacts a growing constella-
tion of stories, events, and historical actors left behind 
and posits acts of collecting as a political proposition. 
Spectres of the Subterranean (Part I): Rhymes and Songs 
for the Oil Minister (2019-ongoing) in particular unpacks 



→→ fig. 10  Sohrabi, 
Sanaz, Spectres of 
the Subterranean 
(Part I): Rhymes 
and Songs for 
the Oil Minister 
(Installation view), 
(2019-ongoing), 
Multimedia installa-
tion. Photo by E.G. 
Schempf, courtesy 
of the artist and 
Charlotte Street 
Foundation.

←← fig. 11  Sohrabi, 
Sanaz, Scan of 
a postal stamp 
celebrating Iraq’s 
first anniversary of 
nationalization of 
oil industry (1973), 
Original Archive.

↑↑ fig. 12 Sohrabi, Sanaz, Digital photo composite created with three 
newsreel stills taken from Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr’s televised speech, 
2021, 5 in x 14 in, Digital Photo.
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OPEC’s utopic project of unification through music and philatelia as my point 
of departure to retrieve the images, bodies, and voices that have been silenced 
along its way and official historical timeline.

Inauguration: From Latin inaugurare. Augur as a verb: to foresee, predict. Augur 
as a noun referred to a Roman religious official who observed natural signs, 
especially the behavior of birds, interpreting these as an indication of divine 
approval or disapproval of a proposed action. Augury: the work of an augur, the 
interpretation of omens.9

Spectres of the Subterranean (Part I): Rhymes and Songs for the Oil Minister 
further explores my archival encounters with two different televised events 
that have tethered me to the complex archival temporalities at play within 
these publicly mediated modes of historical imagination (fig. 10). In June 1973, the 
first annual commemorative stamp issued in celebration of the nationalization 
of the oil industry in Iraq that had gone into force the year prior was in fact a 
visual surrogate for another nationally recognizable image. Framed in an oval 
shape, placed in the top-middle section of the stamp’s larger frame, there lies 
an illustration of a ‘talking figure’, whose hand gestures and facial expressions 
allude to feverish political speeches and a sense of national fervor (fig. 11). This 
illustration depicts the president of Iraq, Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr, in his tele-
vised speech during which he publicly announced the Iraq Petroleum Company 
as a nationalized enterprise for the citizens of Iraq (fig. 12). This frame of reference 
pertaining to a televised media event broadcasted across the country oscillates 
between being an affective trace and a visual impression alluding to a national 
index of collective memories, residual of televised events, and public speeches. 
The stamp replicates, circulates, and transplants this media event within and 
beyond Iraq’s borders through an incessant and complex temporal and spatial 
cycle, whose presence and reproduction in this publication is yet another 
testament to its unique archival dynamics and material proximity. 

The other televised event included in this installation bears witness to the 
complex South-South relationships between Iran and Iraq around resource 
sovereignty whose media continuum has also traversed beyond Iraqi borders. 

While Ahmed 
Hassan Al Bakr’s 
televised speech 
later became a 
haptic visual object 
and was memori-
alized on the Iraqi 
national stamps in 

1973, another televised image has quietly 
slipped into the vaults of corporate media 
archives of British Pathé. On November 
3 1980, Iran’s promising oil minister, 
Mohammad Javad Tondguyan, who had 
just received a vote of confidence from 
the parliament on September 25 1980, 
was captured by the Iraqi forces while he 
was visiting the Abadan refinery and patrolling the pipelines. He served as 
the oil minister for barely 40 days. The televised image of Iran’s oil minister 
captured by the Iraqi army was broadcasted on the national Iraqi TV and 
made international news headlines, serving as a psychological weapon 
waged against Iran at the onset of the war (fig. 13). Shortly after, the first 
OPEC meeting since the start of the Iran-Iraq war was held in Bali, Indonesia in 
December 1980. During this turbulent OPEC meeting, Iranian delegates in protest 
carried a large photograph of Tondguyan placing it on an empty chair (fig. 14). 

Each of these two traveling images of the oil minister –one on the national 
Iraqi television and one sitting on an empty chair in Indonesia– have different 
claims to power, truth, and justice. Iran and Iraq as two of the founding 
members of OPEC whose contemporary and collective experiences of Western 
oil imperialism were riddled with overlaps and shared struggles became the 
unlikely protagonists of a tragedy whose end was broadcasted on national tele-
vision, right from the start (fig. 15). The last known image of Mohammad Javad 
Tondguyan is currently part of a monetized system of archival rights under 
the media company British Pathé that owns its universal copyright. Short of 
one minute, this haunting moving image of Iran’s young oil minister relays 
varying degrees of silences that are at once historical and archival. In 1990, the 
body of Mohammad Javad Tondguyan was returned to his family in Iran by the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, two years after the end of the Iran-
Iraq war in 1988. Up to this day, it is unclear for how long Tondguyan remained 



→→ fig. 15  Sohrabi, 
Sanaz, Spectres of 
the Subterranean 
(Part I): Rhymes 
and Songs for 
the Oil Minister 
(Detail view), 
(2019-ongoing), 
Multimedia installa-
tion. Photo by E.G. 
Schempf, courtesy 
of the artist and 
Charlotte Street 
Foundation.

←← fig. 16  Sohrabi, 
Sanaz, Spectres of 
the Subterranean 
(Part I): Rhymes 
and Songs for 
the Oil Minister 
(Detail view), 
(2019-ongoing), 
Multimedia installa-
tion. Photo by E.G. 
Schempf, courtesy 
of the artist and 
Charlotte Street 
Foundation.

↑↑ fig. 13 Sohrabi, Sanaz, Spectres of the Subterranean (Part I): 
Rhymes and Songs for the Oil Minister (Film still), (2019-ongoing), 
Digitized Super 8 film.

↑↑ fig. 14  “Saudi Arabia, OPEC’s Anchor, Ponders a Future Without the 
Cartel” Wall Street Journal (WSJ), August 27, 2021. https://www.
wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-opecs-anchor-ponders-a-future-
without-the-cartel-1541703893
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captive and sustained tortures in Iraq's prison system until he passed away. 
The gripping gaze of the oil minister alludes to the unofficial culmination of 
the transnational solidarity projects around oil activism and economic justice; 
perhaps the OPEC’s utopic project ended on November 3 1980.

Spectres of the Subterranean (Part I): Rhymes and Songs for the Oil Minister 
is the first part of an evolving constellation of text, image, and archives that 
will continue to grow (fig. 16). The act of collecting in this project works in 
tandem with the disposition of archival intimacies, frictions, and encounters, 
allowing for an engaged and critical relational reading between the images to 
emerge. It moves in and out of archives, treating each frame as a portal into 
another historical timeline. It coalesces images, folds disparate timelines, and 
retrieves the archival lacunas nested in them. There is an intrinsic link 
between legacies and continuation of extractive industries and national inher-
itance of imperial visual logics on which documentary and commemorative 
impulses are modeled. Treating philatelic visual media as archives of their 
movement renders visible their shifting and migratory paths across screens, 
public spaces, publications, and modes of circulation. Temporal markers and 
anniversaries often resonate on a national level through the incorporation of 
iconic images that have been fixed within the public’s imaginary through 
disparate projects and modes of circulation, exhibition, and commemoration. 
Urban murals, televised events, philatelic visual media, and educational books 
often become the mnemonic plates on which national associations are repro-
duced and publicly performed. There are many historical layers behind the 
production of one single image. What is more salient is to situate a singular 
image in a continuum of historical relations, rendering the photographic 
image as part of, not distinct or deviant from, its condition of extraction.
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