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In Poland, the books of Krzysztof Michalski were groundbreaking, as they introduced the 

thought of Martin Heidegger and modern German philosophy. To the world, Michalski 

was not only a philosopher, but also a custodian of the legacy of eminent humanists from 

Central and Eastern Europe. It is enough to mention Jan Patocka, Józef Tischner or 

Bronisław Geremek, whom he commemorated by giving their names to prestigious 

fellowships at the Institute. Will there be anyone who will commemorate the life and work 

of Michalski with the same care and, above all, skill? He left behind more grateful people 

than anyone else did. This is a monument! Today, all these people interrupted their work, 

wrote to each other one sad sentence and reflected upon what he meant for them… Only 

Michalski knew how many there were, even though he never counted them. 

He left behind a legend, or more precisely an entire set of legends. Let’s mention the most 

important ones. 

Charismatic lecturer 

Despite the fact that philosophy and writing were his priorities, the Institute took up much 

of his time. Thanks to his unusual personality, he brought together a group of outstanding 

colleagues. Still, it was well known that everything was based on him: not only the 

intellectual life of the Institute, but also its finances, contacts and administration, which, 

though foreign to philosophers, is simply essential for the development of an institution 

and for providing scholars with an opportunity to work. Nonetheless, he had never ceased 

to be a man of the university. He survived March 1968 and the closure of the philosophy 

department where he studied. He always emphasized that he was a student of the Warsaw 

University, which, thanks to a number of outstanding professors, was at the time one of 

the best place in the world to study ideas. One of his teacher was Kołakowski, whom 

Michalski valued most of all. Since 1990, he spent every autumn teaching philosophy at the 

University of Boston. Likewise, he started to teach in Poland again, as soon as it was 

possible. He became a professor at the Institute of Applied Social Sciences of the University 

of Warsaw and established there an Erasmus Chair. The classes that took place there were 

special. For instance, the Chair hosted for many years a seminar by Dariusz Gawin and 

Tomasz Merta. Michalski used to come once a year to lead a two-week seminar, which was 

dedicated to German philosophy (usually Nietzsche) and which was taking place in the 

Centre of Studies of Ancient Tradition, in the imperium of yet another centaur – 

philosopher and organizer – Jerzy Axer. Before the classes, the atmosphere was filled with 

expectations: students were waiting for “that Krzysztof Michalski” and they were curious 

whether the meeting would be “as everyone says”. Indeed, everything was special. 

Michalski would dwell for hours on one philosophical piece, he would walk from left to 

right and toss pieces of chalk, and, instead of making breaks between the sentences, he 

would say “iszsz” or perhaps the German “ich”, as if it was a secret response to the 



Heideggerian call for “being” or as if the professor burned himself with the “flame of 

eternity”… I guess it was the latter one, given the title of his long awaited book on 

Nietzsche.  

Demonically efficient organizer 

Michalski is perhaps the only Pole in the world who created and directed a world famous 

institution outside of Poland. He managed to get whomever he wanted interested in his 

ideas: Gadamer, the Pope, Soros, not to mention prime ministers, presidents, professors 

and many other people of lesser importance. Among the permanent fellows of the Institute 

there are people like Timothy Snyder, Janos Matyas Kovacs, Ivan Krastev and Charles 

Taylor. Not only did Michalski write books on Heidegger, Husserl and Nietzsche, but he 

edited many others, which presented the thought of the most important intellectuals of the 

last decades. He was the editor of the prestigious journal “Transit”. Still, perhaps the most 

important achievement was the high number – as well as the high quality – of books that 

were published thanks to him and the Institute. Let’s mention a few books which are well 

known in Poland: “Postwar” by Tony Judt, “Caviar and ashes” by Marci Shore, and several 

works by Charles Taylor. 

Probably nobody knows the exact story of the establishment of the Institute, because 

Michalski did not like to boast. He knew what he had achieved, and he did not lack a 

distinguished and nearly aristocratic bearing; at the same time, one could risk joking or 

even swearing a bit with the professor. When it comes to the Institute, the story apparently 

goes as follows: over thirty years old, Michalski left the grey and sad Poland of Wojciech 

Jaruzelski and managed to get through to George Soros, a generous financier and a lover of 

philosophy. It was only at the beginning of the philanthropic activity of Soros. Michalski 

convinced him that he would establish a large and important institute, and Soros gave him 

money to realize the idea. Michalski did not disappoint him. The Institute run by the 

young Pole grow so much that the city of Vienna and the Austrian state took an interest in 

financing it. And, despite the fact that the maintenance and the development of the 

Institute meant a continuous work, it had been well known that a person like Michalski 

would always manage. But Michalski did not stop here; he began to support others. There 

is no place here to describe how much he did, how many people he helped, how many 

students he taught, how many well-known institutions in Poland came to existence thanks 

to him. 

* 

He was undoubtedly one of the most important people in the history of “Krytyka 

Polityczna”. Many of us were fellows at his Institute, as he agreed to reserve a permanent 

position for us there. Thanks to this, we could send to the Institute the editorial board 

members, who could work there in peace and observe the work of one of the best 

scholarly institutions in Europe. He kindly agreed to become a member of the board of 

our Institute for Advanced Studies, and in that way we gained a prestige we hardly 



deserved. He was always one of the first people I called when we had to take an important 

decision or when we needed help. He visited us many times. This year, he was supposed to 

lead a seminar on Carl Schmitt. We were also planning the publication of Schmitt’s 

“Theorie des Partisanen”, accompanied by a long essay of Michalski on which he worked 

in last weeks. He had been sick for several months. At the end of 2012, he had to interrupt 

his teaching in Boston and was hospitalized. He returned to Vienna. He wrote me that 

most probably he would not be able to travel until February, but that his doctors would be 

able to deal with his health problems. He continued to work; he wrote an introduction to a 

new book by Michael Sandel and he began his piece on Schmitt. And I continued to talk to 

him, light-heartedly: I would first inquired about his health and then asked what he 

thought about our plans, whom should I meet during my visit abroad, whom could he 

advise the Institute for Advanced Studies to work with, when he would come, what was he 

working on. We talked like that until last week. And suddenly this tragic news. What 

makes it even more painful is the fact it was so unexpected.  

Was it so also for him? He was a philosopher and that’s why I want to believe that the 

death could not have surprised him.  
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