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D O N A MUNKER 

E n c h a n t m e n t a n d t h e 

B i o g r a p h i c a l P a s s i o n 1 

It is my belief tha t a bu rn ing desire to write seriously a n d 
at length about the life of ano ther is the product of enchant
m e n t 

Perhaps that is overstating the case a little. Still, from a 
purely subjective po in t of view, "enchantment" is hardly too 
strong a term for that intense, curious, insidious form of 
possession that besets writers smitten by what James Atlas, Saul 
Bellow's biographer, calls "the biographical impulse."2 What 
the psychoanalyst points to as an example of transference, the 
newly mesmerized b iographer experiences as the seductive 
bewitchment exerted by somebody else's life. Passion, for a 
biographer, means falling in love with ano the r person ' s story. 

Tha t is probably because the impulse is a kind of seismic 
echo. In appropria t ing someone else's history a n d producing a 
narrative about it, one seizes hold of an external story that 
resonates with some inchoate psychic d rama of one ' s own. 
Biographers, like novelists, are story junkies, and narrative—a 
linear story with a beginning, a middle, a n d a definite end— 
has the power to address and resolve, if only temporarily or 
obliquely, the ill-defined, intangible tale that lurks, often 
unacknowledged and unrecognized, in the writer's own soul. 

Hence the spell—a tenacious, aU-but-irresistible urge to 
capture someone else's literary, political, or o ther peregrina
tions in the tangible and gratifyingly conclusive form of a 
biography. Like love, the biographical passion owes little to 
whether the object of literary fixation arouses admirat ion, 
respect, o r even much personal liking. Modern biography 
begins with the complex, ironic portrai ture of Boswell, no t 
with The Lives of the Saints; as a source of inspiration, admira
tion counts for a good deal less than those features of the life 
and personality tha t seem impor tant—impor tant , that is, to 
the biographer. For writers, as for many psychotherapists, 
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378 Enchan tmen t and the Biographical Passion 

becoming deeply engaged with ano ther person's past is a way 
of wrestling with the chimera of mean ing in one's own. 

This is no t to say that every biography is inspired prima
rily, or even at all, by the h idden power of reverberating 
personal issues. But whenever one is, the b iographer can 
expect those issues to have an impact that is all the greater 
when she is unaware of them. Moreover, biographers who do 
write in the grip of the siren's song may be luckier than those 
sober captains of their souls who invariably seem to steer clear 
of its magic. Writing a life is the literary equivalent of toiling in 
a rice paddy. A biographer must spend years gett ing inside the 
mind of someone who may start ou t as a complete stranger 
(often a dead o n e at that) and who may n o t always seem to 
repay the effort in any obvious or conventional way. 

This is where the spell becomes useful—perhaps even 
essential. It can inspire empathy and insight (as well as subtle 
and not-so-subtle antipathy), encourage the massive mobiliza
tion of inner resources, and he lp sustain years of research and 
writing. 'Vfet because the siren-song is barely audible, the writer 
generally takes little notice of it, believing all he r decisions 
perfectly rational. She may never fully realize—-at any rate not 
unti l years later, long after the enchan tmen t has worn o f f -
how profoundly the spell influenced the way she saw the story, 
the insights she gained into the subject's life, and he r view of 
how to tell the tale. 

As an ext reme bu t perhaps n o t atypical demonstration 
case, I offer my own. More than ten years ago, I came under 
the spell of a life. T h e onset was abrupt . 

* * * 

T h e life's owner was an Iranian princess, known—in 
roughly equal parts—for her distinguished achievements in 
the field of international social work and for the iron will that 
p roduced them. 

Born in 1921 to a wife of a wealthy, elderly prince of the 
rul ing Qajar dynasty, Sattareh Farman-Farmaian enjoyed a 
seemingly idyllic chi ldhood within the walls of the huge 
Teheran ha rem compound of her progressive, benevolent, but 
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autocratic father. He r enclosed world included her mo the r 
and three stepmothers, more than two dozen siblings and half-
siblings, and about one thousand servants. Soon after Sattareh's 
birth, however, the Qajars were supplanted by the father of the 
last Shah, the brutal Reza Shah Pahlavi. Sattareh's father was 
placed under house arrest for the remainder of his life, and 
the possibility of the impr i sonment or m u r d e r of a figure on 
whom more than a thousand people literally d e p e n d e d for 
their survival h u n g permanent ly over the compound . Finally, 
when Sattareh was sixteen, Reza Shah had the c o m p o u n d 
destroyed, scattering the prince 's four families and those of the 
impoverished, illiterate servants who had given her the love 
and attention she had craved as a little girl. 

After he r father's death a few years later, Sattareh made 
her way to the Uni ted States. There , inspired by the concern 
he had always shown for the heal th and well-being of his 
dependents, she studied social work. Over the course of the 
next three decades, she re turned to Iran, launched the country's 
first professional school of social work, and founded a nation
wide network of desperately-needed community and maternal 
health centers to introduce the birth control movement to 
Iran, all the while battling appall ing condit ions in slums and 
villages a n d fighting tirelessly for laws to improve the lot of 
women and children, prisoners, and the illiterate poor— 
people like the affectionate servants in he r father's compound . 
But early in 1979, when the Shah left Iran and the Ayatollah 
Khomeini r e tu rned from exile, Sattareh, by then in he r late 
fifties, was, before an unprotes t ing faculty and staff, summarily 
arrested on t rumped-up charges by revolutionary students 
from her government-sponsored school, sent to Khomeini 's 
headquarters, and told that she could expect to be executed 
for "counterrevolutionary" activities. Released at the last mo
ment, she went into hiding and managed, after several months , 
to flee into exile. Since 1980, she has lived in California, where 
she first studied social work. However, he r school and network 
of clinics crumbled in the wake of the Revolution, and for all 
intents and purposes, he r life's work has ceased to exist. 

In the fall of 1987, I read a short memoir written by 
Sattareh Farman-Farmaian at the urging of American friends. 
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It described he r c o m p o u n d chi ldhood, her efforts to establish 
social work in Iran, and he r arrest and exile, A mutual friend 
had suggested that she send it to me to see if I could tell her 
how to get it published. 

I was a freelance writer and editor in New York, having 
landed there after growing u p in California. I had begun life as 
a theatre arts major, but, after acquiring a master 's degree in 
creative writing and a Ph.D. in eighteenth-century English 
literature, I instead taught college for a while and then moved 
on to work in book publishing. I had been hearing about 
Sattareh off and on for years. My parents, both social workers, 
had taught at the university in California where she had 
studied; once, on a visit to Tehran, they had toured her school. 
At the time he r manuscr ipt arrived o n my desk, my father had 
been dead for more than a decade, bu t over the years Sattareh 
had occasionally been in touch with my mother and they had 
met again once or twice after Sattareh's resett lement in the 
Uni ted States. 

But a l though I was sure before I began that h e r life would 
make interesting reading, I was less than optimistic about the 
manuscript 's chances of finding a publisher. T h e only thing I 
knew about Iran was that, ha rems or n o harems, any book with 
it as a subject could count on a chilly response from New York 
editors. More than six years after the humiliat ing national 
ordeal of the Tehran Hostage Crisis (which had begun the 
November after Sattareh's depar ture from Iran) , Americans 
were in n o m o o d to hear about Iranians, even "good" Iranians. 
I was therefore wholly u n p r e p a r e d for the profound impact of 
the story I was about to read. 

That story was, withal, somewhat opaque. Sattareh had 
been trained to write English as an academic researcher; she 
seemed interested in describing her professional a n d educa
tional activities bu t stiff and ill-at-ease in discussing her per
sonal history and relationships. At the same t ime h e r account 
was skimpy on the numerous details about Iran's political and 
historical development that an uninformed general public 
would n e e d to visualize and under s t and the larger context in 
which she had carried ou t her work. Although there was a 
long, fascinating description of her father's Tehran com-
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pound, a memory on which she dwelt with deep a n d unmistak
ably tender nostalgia, on the whole the manuscript 's tone was 
detached a n d pr im, often to the po in t of emotionlessness. 
Most surprisingly, the account made n o a t tempt to explain he r 
sudden arrest or he r subsequent ordeal at revolutionary head-

quarters. This entire episode—Kafkaesque from start to fin- E 

ish—was presented as if it had taken place for n o reason. T h e * 
shocking betrayal that led to Sattareh's loss of h e r career a n d \ 
homeland seemed to have come out of left field and occurred 
in a vacuum. There seemed to be n o convincing motive on the 
part of her persecutors, n o suggestion that the event was 

linked to anything that had come previously, no a t tempt to j 
invest the incident with any significance, political or otherwise. 1; 

I knew from what I had hea rd over the years that Sattareh [ 
had been a figure of unusual integrity in Iran, famous for he r ' 
fierce commitment to the poor—surely, I thought , someone 
like this must unders tand bet ter than most people why ordi- '< 
nary Iranians h a d embraced Khomeini 's fanaticism? She h a d ' 
enjoyed the pat ronage of the Queen and several of the Shah's * 
most impor tan t ministers. H e r family was highly-placed, influ- * 
ential, and well-informed—one of the Farman-Farmaian m e n J, 
had been the head of the Shah's p lanning organization; I 
another had been pres ident of the imperial lending bank; still f 
another had he lped found OPEC. Yet it was clear that the * 
writer h a d n o t anticipated anything like what h a d occurred. 
Even now, long after the final events the manuscript described, | 
she seemed unable to find meaning in them. They were simply \ 
facts; they had jus t happened. T h e sole impression I came away « 
with was one of shock, pain, and bitter incomprehens ion . ? 

T h e seeming absurdity of Sattareh's fate baffled me. H e r \ 
single-minded quest to he lp the Iranian poor—to accomplish , i 
which she h a d made lasting personal sacrifices—was little short j' 
of epic. He r life, which began the same year the Shah's father j, 
came to power, was bo th a window on the personal evolution of 
an extraordinary Middle Eastern woman and on the tragic 
history of m o d e r n Iran. I t was as though I h a d been given the „ "I 
briefest glimpse of a lost k ingdom—a description as applicable t T 

to the razed patriarchal compound of Sattareh's gir lhood j 
(which sounded like something from a Persian miniature) as it I 



382 Enchan tmen t and the Biographical Passion [ 

was to the vanished Pahlavi monarchy. What was the larger 
significance of this woman's harsh fate? How had the kingdom 
been lost? 

As if seeking the answer to a riddle, I hur r ied to the library 
to find a history of twentieth-century Iran. But the one o r two 
introductory surveys there had been written by Western ex
per ts a n d h a d originated well before the revolution, while 
more recent books for Americans were on such specialized 
topics as Islamic fundamental ism and the Tehran Hostage 
Crisis. No account existed to tell Westerners like me about 
Iran's fateful mode rn evolution as Iranians like Sattareh Farman-
Farmaian h a d witnessed it. 

I found that I was beginning to be consumed by an 
obscure bu t powerful wish to "rescue" Sattareh's story from the 
muddle in which t ime and revolution seemed to have left it. 
W h e n I took u p the manuscript again, I could read it for only 
a few minutes at a time before becoming so flooded with 
exci tement that I h a d to p u t it down, get u p from my desk, and 
pace the r o o m until I calmed down. I even felt as if I had been 
"meant" to tell the intertwining stories of Sattareh's and Iran's 
abortive journey th rough the m o d e r n era. 

Could I persuade Sattareh to let me take over as the teller 
of he r tale? Perhaps she would let me recount the story of her 
life in the first person, as an as-told-to (the publishing term for 
a memoir concocted from interviews "with the help o f a 
professional writer). An as-told-to would let me reconstruct her 
history and Iran 's for myself jus t the way she had seen them 
and get the answers I wouldn ' t find in any library. Tha t way, I 
could imagine the vanished world I h a d read about and find 
an explanation for its disappearance that made sense. 

This plan seemed so obviously r ight tha t I saw n o reason 
to quest ion it. Nevertheless, I d id perceive that it contained 
certain drawbacks. For o n e thing, to carry it o u t in the way I 
envisioned, I would have to have a firm grasp of Iran's modern 
political history a n d be able to ask Sattareh intelligent ques
tions about its people, their culture, and their world-view—all 
matters of which I still knew almost nothing. I would also need 
to documen t Sattareh's own life in painstaking detail, a process 
that would take months—perhaps , I thought uneasily, rather 
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more than months . But n o mat ter how ambitious a book I 
wrote, co-authoring a collaborative memoi r wouldn ' t br ing me 
any literary glory. Not only does the as-told-to, artistically 
speaking, c o m m a n d abou t the same degree of respect from 
reviewers as painting by numbers , bu t a memoir, however self-
evidendy beyond the capacities of its nomina l author, clearly 
cannot be published as the work of anyone bu t the official 
memoirist. For at least several years, or until the book was 
firmly established in the marketplace, I would be unable to 
present myself publicly as anything but, at best, a glorified 
ghostwriter. 

At the same time, telling the story in the first person had 
an inescapable, if eccentric, charm. I was ent ranced by the 
possibility of seeing Iran th rough Sattareh's eyes, as well as by 
the technical challenges of depicting he r life that way. If, I 
reasoned, I was careful no t to invent anything and presented 
what she told me in interviews with strict accuracy, kept my 
own Western prejudices and preconcept ions ou t of the narra
tive, and made sure that she herself read and approved every 
word, the book could be both by and about her. In any case, 
even if I had wanted to write a conventional biography, n o 
major trade publisher was going to be interested in a third-
person account of the life of an Iranian social worker. For 
everyj-eason I could think of, this story had to be told from the 
inside. That, therefore, was how I would tell it. 

Oddly, perhaps, no th ing about this feverish desire to 
concern myself for an indefinite length of time with the past of 
a woman I had never me t and the history of a strange and 
unfamiliar society struck me as extreme, or p rompted m e ' t o 
examine why I felt compelled to do so. O n the contrary, what 
I wanted seemed so natural as to need n o examination. After 
all, I would be combat ing ignorance and prejudice while 
learning about a great deal of interesting and impor tant world 
history. And if I found myself attracted to the life of someone 
who had dedicated herself to helping the helpless, that wasn't 
surprising. I had cut my intellectual milk teeth on books about 
crusading reformers—my mothe r and father, chi ldren of Rus
sian-Jewish immigrants, had gone into social work in the 
depths of the Great Depression and later, like Sattareh, had 
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had successful careers as educators. Besides, n o writer could 
resist a story like this. 

O n the o ther hand , I was a little unsett led by the sheer 
force of my wish to abscond with it. T h e impulse itself seemed 
vaguely rapacious, like wanting to steal someone else's bicycle. 
"Vet that was also the best a rgument in favor of my writing 
Sattareh's life as an as-told-to. If my collaborator received the 
lion's share of the credit, I would be taking noth ing away from 
her—she could become the published author she aimed to 
become and I, with a clear conscience, would have what I 
wanted, in jus t the way I wanted it. I could restore the kingdom 
without stealing the bicycle. 

Two or three days after my trip to the library, I called 
Sattareh, nervously in t roduced myself, and, having explained 
the difficulties of finding a publisher, asked whether she would 
consider letting me write a memoi r for her, one in which 
American readers would watch Iran's m o d e r n history unfold 
th rough he r eyes. I explained that to insure the book's 
accuracy and authenticity, I would submit everything to her as 
we went along—I must be responsible for the writing, but she 
would have full veto power over the c o n t e n t I would be 
coming to California soon on a family visit. If she wished, we 
could do some interviewing then and discuss the plan in more 
detail. T h e n I would re turn to New York and start working on 
an exper imental first chapter to show publishers. v 

Shortly thereafter, we spoke again: Sattareh said that she 
was willing give the idea a try. At once, I began organizing 
interview questions for a chapter about her chi ldhood and 
launched myself on a rapid self-study course on Iran. 

During the next few weeks I often felt so elated that 
whenever I sat down to work I would start humming a short 
melody. I couldn ' t recall its name, b u t it was a piece I had 
known from early chi ldhood. For some reason, this scrap of 
song—wild, exuberant , gleeful; welling u p unexpectedly, like a 
leitmotif, from whatever subterranean channels usually con
tained it—filled me with happiness and made me feel as if I 
had been "practicing to tell this story for years." Some time 
passed, however, before I was able to identify the mysterious 
music. I t was (pace Edward Said and other intrepid foes of 
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Orientalism) Saint-Saens' "Bacchanale," from Samson and 
Delilah. 

* * * 

Reality was ra ther more prosaic than the operatic accom
paniment I had conjured u p to go with it. Sattareh lived in a 
modest balcony apar tment with several well-tended plants 
outside the front door a n d n o possessions of obvious value 
except several good Persian carpets. A handsome, fit-looking 
woman in her sixties with a straight back and a slight, intent I 
frown, she greeted me in casual clothes. She had a low, dark 
voice whose English, though marked by a strong Farsi accent 
and occasionally fractured by Persian usage, was fluent and 
colloquial. She seemed bo th unpre ten t ious and reserved, 
forthright bu t guarded. 

The carpets, she said, had been given to he r in America as 
gifts; when she left Iran, she was allowed to take no th ing bu t a 
suitcase. She had finally found a j o b with the county juvenile 
system—stressful work, b u t for a foreigner he r age, there had 
been noth ing else. To relax, she went for long hikes in the 
mountains on weekends, often alone. Even as a child, she had 
always been someone who expressed he r feelings in actions, 
not in words. I could write the book, she said, as I thought 
best—she was a professional, and I was a professional, too. She 
knew my mothe r and trusted her, so she would trust me. 

I was touched by this r eminde r that Sattareh did no t easily 
find words to express herself, even in he r native language— 
because of the risk of spies in her father's household , she and 
her brothers and sisters had been trained from infancy n o t to 
speak openly of their feelings. 

I was also touched by the complimentary reference to my 
mother, to whom I am close. As a mat ter of fact, I could see a 
few interesting parallels between my mothe r and Sattareh— 
superficial, admittedly, b u t real nonetheless. Not only did they 
share the same calling, bu t Sattareh had a t tended the same 
graduate school where my mothe r had studied and, unti l he r 
recent ret i rement, taught for most of he r life. Like my mother , 
Sattareh had only one child, an American-born daughter from 
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an early marriage. And while their social backgrounds, cul
tures, and personalities were very different, bo th were capable, 
energetic women whose cautious demeanor could mask strong 
feelings and a resilient will. When , a dozen years earlier, my 
father h a d died, my mother , a t abou t the same age Sattareh 
was at present , had coped with he r grief and the abrupt ending 
of a happy marriage and professional collaboration of four 
decades by throwing herself into research that enlarged not 
only the dimensions of he r own career b u t also the scope of 
he r field. 

My mother , I reflected, had been luckier than her Iranian 
colleague. Perhaps talking about the past would he lp Sattareh 
by giving he r some relief from the grief and pain it had 
b rough t her. 

My hostess set out refreshments—tea for me, h o t water for 
her. She herself, she explained, usually drank only h o t water 
with a little l emon juice . He r father had believed in simplicity, 
and so did she. 

A n u m b e r of Sattareh's relatives, including he r daughter, 
now lived in the Uni ted States. Anxious for details about her 
chi ldhood, especially about he r father—Sattareh had written 
that he was referred to simply as "Shazdeh," or "the Prince"— 
I asked if I migh t interview o ther members of he r family. 

Only he r daughter, Sattareh replied. She preferred not to 
let anyone else know that she was writing a book, including her 
family. 

Taken aback, I waited for some explanation, bu t none was 
forthcoming. I pointed ou t that, while 1 wanted her to feel that 
the book was he r own, I n e e d e d to learn as m u c h as I could 
about he r life, he r early experiences, and I ran itself. Drawing a 
vivid picture of he r years there, as well as conveying an 
authentic sense of Persian culture, would be an important part 
of o u r task. Since it was still unwise for Americans to visit Iran, 
my only h o p e of acquiring a more visceral feeling for her 
upbr inging and for Persian culture itself lay in talking to 
others in he r family. 

Sattareh was polite bu t adamant . She would be happy, she 
explained graciously, to provide me with the required materi
als, including articles about oil politics, Islamic fundamental-
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ism, and so on. But unti l the book was finished, I could n o t talk 
to anyone else. She would supply any information I needed . 

With that, the issue appeared to be dead. After some 
useless attempts to exhume it, I gave up. I would ei ther have to 
honor her stipulation or no t write the book. I no ted with 
chagrin and some amusement that Sattareh's decisions were 
evidendy n o t open to discussion and debate. Growing u p as a 
member of a recently overthrown dynasty might have had a 
chilling effect on self-expression, b u t ne i ther h a d this member 
been raised to feel that she need explain herself to jus t 
anybody. Not for no th ing was Sattareh the woman who had 
introduced sixteen million fervendy traditional Iranians to the 
birth control pill. 

We decided to begin our first interview with the old 
Tehran compound . Inviting me to sit beside her, Sattareh, with 
obvious pleasure, p roduced several pencil drawings she had 
prepared to show its dimensions and layout. 

For an instant, I felt a rush of exci tement nearly as heady 
as I had u p o n first reading her manuscript . T h e c o m p o u n d 
had been n o mere collection of houses bu t a virtually self-
contained medieval town, over which Sattareh's father ru led as 
an aloof, omnipotent , quasi-divine protector regarded as hav
ing the power almost of life and dea th over everyone in it. Its 
destruction h a d taken a shattering toll o n his heal th a n d 
spirits, and Sattareh felt that this disaster had contr ibuted to 
his death from a stroke two years later. H e r references to 
"Shazdeh" were almost always in a tone of venerat ion, softened 
by a trace of poignant sadness—she was p lanning to call the 
book Shazdeh's Daughter. In reading he r manuscript , I had 
formed a hazy bu t strong impression that he r final ordeal at 
the hands of the revolutionaries was^in some way I couldn ' t yet 
pin down, a counterpoin t to these earlier losses. I did know 
that in examining he r drawings, we were setting ou t on a long 

journey together. 
O n e by one, with methodical care, Sattareh pointed ou t 

the compound ' s main features: Shazdeh's mansion at its head; 
the walled subcompounds of her mo the r and stepmothers; the 
large park at its center. 

Being in public view, this was n o t o p e n to women. As a 
child, however, Sattareh had h a d n o sisters he r own age, and 
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Shazdeh—whose advanced ideas included a belief in exercise 
for girls as well as boys—had ordered he r mo the r to let her go 
ou t to play in the park with he r brothers and the servants' sons. 
For a Persian nobleman ' s daughter, playing with boys in the 
men ' s quar ter was a freedom hardly short of scandalous. Even 
in Sattareh's case, it had been curtailed by the theoretically 
marriageable age of eleven, when propriety dictated that her 
movements be restricted to the women's quarter. Sattareh's 
mo the r had been shocked. But Shazdeh's word was law, and he 
had been obeyed unquestioningly. 

Once again, I was struck by the note of p roud veneration 
in he r voice. Rather too eagerly, I observed that such freedom 
had far-reaching implications, since she h a d been singled out 
as special—temporarily exempt from restrictions that applied 
n o t only to he r older sisters and half-sisters, b u t to her mother 
and s tepmothers as well. A few years later, in her early teens, 
she had boldly d e m a n d e d to be sent to school in Europe with 
he r brothers, and h a d been very angry at Shazdeh for dismiss
ing this excessively unconvent ional request ou t of hand. Did 
the freedom he r father gave he r when she was small encourage 
he r to think of herself as an exception to the usual rules for 
women after she grew up? 

Sattareh gave m e a puzzled look. She seemed neither 
skeptical no r resentful of my off-the-cuff psychoanalyzing—the 
question simply had n o meaning for her. I suddenly felt 
foolish, as if I had been spouting Latin. 

Annoyed at my clumsiness in broaching what I considered 
an impor tant topic, I tried again. Did she think, I said, that 
having been the only girl in a g roup of boys by o rde r of her all-
powerful father might have he lped he r feel that she could 
carry o u t he r goals in life in spite of being a woman? 

No, replied my heroine , with a courteous patience much 
like that of a teacher repeat ing herself to a s tudent who hasn't 
been paying at tention. She had jus t been all a lone in her 
mother ' s house, and he r father though t that girls should have 
exercise, and she could climb trees better and run faster than 
any of the boys, so she knew that if she had a real education 
she could do as well in life as they. Tha t was what she had 
explained in he r manuscript . 
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* * 

I re turned to New York less sanguine than I had been 
when I left. I h a d recorded almost seven hours of intensive 
conversation about Sattareh's chi ldhood, and h a d more than 
enough raw material for an experimental first chapter. But I 
worried about the disparities between our ways of looking at 
the world. 

To overcome the hostility and skepticism of American 
publishers towards the subject of Iran, I n e e d e d to p roduce a 
sample chapter whose Iranian nar ra tor American readers 
could imagine as being someone n o t unlike themselves— 
someone whose hopes and goals they could sympathize with, 
care about, and root for. Fur thermore , this nar ra tor would 
have to have a strong interpretive sensibility. She had to be 
expressive, observant, articulate—an active guide to bo th 
Sattareh's feelings and Iran's evolution. To develop a nar ra tor 
of that kind, I myself needed to unders tand and empathize 
with Sattareh's inner life. But the literalness of he r view of life, 
as well as her obvious disinclination to explain he r feelings, 
were, for me, barriers to empathy. 

Sattareh's manifest lack of interest in any theories about 
the workings of he r mind was hardly surprising: social workers 
in countries like Iran have more urgent things to think about 
than applying Western not ions of psychology to the h u m a n 
condition. Fur thermore , I had found that Sattareh cared 
passionately about he r country's politics and the social policies 
that had b rough t about a revolution, and I had discovered 
that, despite her relatively limited English, she could express 
herself with simple, moving eloquence, especially where her 
father, mother , and o ther impor tan t people in he r past were 
concerned. (I finally not iced that this e loquence was more 
likely to show itself when I managed to ask questions without 
intrusive intellectualizing.) 

I was beginning to realize, however, that to my collabora
tor the facts of he r own past were facts and noth ing more. She 
had been co-operative, helpful, and pat ient t h roughou t our 
long interview, answering my hundreds of questions with 
conscientious thoroughness . But she rarely volunteered infor-
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mat ion and did no t usually offer an interpretat ion unless I 
expressly solicited he r opin ion on the subject u n d e r discus
sion, or unless it concerned social work. So far, at least, our 
exchanges conta ined little spontaneous reflection or analysis. 

Indeed , the Sattareh I was beginning to know was single-
mindedly, even startlingly, practical and action-oriented: a 
woman who had always been concerned exclusively with solv
ing problems a n d getting things done , n o t with discussing or 
explaining them. In Iran, talk was for politicians, it produced 
only more talk that led nowhere and mean t nothing. But while 
he r disdain for unnecessary words and explanations had 
undoubtedly served her brilliantly in her work, I guessed that it 
also contr ibuted to the more enigmatic qualities of he r manu
script, including the ending. A modest woman in many re
spects, she appeared to find my relentless and apparendy 
insatiable passion for details abou t h e r past, he r experiences, 
and he r observations bo th strange and surprising. 

I guessed that to someone from a different literary tradi
tion than the Western, a b iographer ' s n e e d for specifics could 
well seem puzzling, though I j u d g e d that the implications of 
"having American readers see Iran th rough her eyes" would 
become clear as soon as I h a d written a couple of chapters. 
Meanwhile, however, ne i ther our long and richly factual inter
view nor Sattareh's ret icent manuscript was likely to^furnish 
the nar ra tor who had to establish herself in the very first lines 
of the book. Yet how could I depar t from my protagonist 's real-
life words a n d speech while still be ing sure that I was express
ing what she told me in a way that was authent ic and did not do 
violence to he r views, he r inner life, or he r image of herself? 

Fortunately, the tapes conta ined more than just facts 
about Sattareh's past. I realized that if I could pick up the 
emotional tone of he r answers to my questions, I might be able 
to a t tune myself to what h a d been impor tan t to her over the 
years and develop the strong sense of identification and 
empathy I needed . As a theatre s tudent in college, I had 
learned how actors create an emotional and sensory reservoir 
to draw on when interpret ing a script. If, like an actor 
p repar ing to portray a role in a one-woman play, I could 
develop my own fund of sensory images and emotional "memo-



Dona Munker 391 

ries" of Iran, I could draw on this to visualize and depict 
Sattareh's actual memories for myself and the reader. The 
resulting voice would n o t literally be hers, b u t by using her 
words as m u c h as possible, a n d by rigorously confining what 
was said to views, information, and experiences that she herself 
described or confirmed as having been true, I would know that 
I wasn't introducing material that was n o t authentic. Submit
ting everything to he r for review as we went along would also 
help eliminate intrusions o r distortions in t roduced by my 
personal feelings and cultural attitudes. As her English seemed 
equal to the task, to further insure that I was n o t misrepresent
ing her, I decided to explain what I was doing and to ask 
periodically if she felt that what I wrote was reproduc ing her 
emotional "experience a n d the facts of he r life in a way she was 
comfortable with. 

With these rules in mind , I began a p rogram of voracious 
reading. I devoured the scholarly articles that Sattareh sent 
me, as well as histories, novels about Iran, Persian literature, 
old tourist guides, anthropologists ' accounts, even cookbooks— 
anything that could tell me about her country and its culture. 
I studied television documentar ies about Iran, listened to 
Persian music, visited museums to look at Persian carpets, 
bought Persian rosewater to use in cooking. I also began 
transcribing the interview tapes, a t tending carefully to every 
sentence as I tried to absorb the rhythms and textures of 
Sattareh's spoken English. Listening to her tones and cadences 
as if they were music whose emotional coloring conta ined 
hints of the composer 's deeper intentions, I played impor tant 
passages over until, with repet i t ion and in combinat ion with 
the sensory picture of Iran that was starting to take root in my 
mind, what was in them began almost to feel like my own 
memories. Sometimes I would te lephone Sattareh to clarify 
something I had come across in my reading, ask he r how she 
had felt abou t an incident , or go over material I sent he r for 
review and correction. 

In this way, a bit at a time and brick by brick, I built u p 
specific, detailed menta l images of my subject's chi ldhood, the 
compound, and people she had known there. Sometimes this 
process was tedious for bo th of us. But as I grew m o r e 
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knowledgeable about the inner and ou te r worlds I was trying 
to depict, and as my ignorance about Iran lessened and my 
sympathy for Sattareh deepened , the "research" I was doing 
became more and more exhilarating and rewarding. 

I was especially moved by the endur ing poignancy of this 
s trong-minded woman's nostalgia for the paternal Eden she 
had known as a child, and for its distant, benevolent ruler. 
Shazdeh's influence on he r life had been profound: he had 
instilled his passionately independen t , "special" daughter with 
a deep sense of patriotism and of obligation to her poorer 
countrymen. Indeed, the haughty old pr ince had succeeded in 
making his presence felt long after his death, for Sattareh, who 
perpetua ted his legacy th rough he r school and her network of 
community centers, had presided over the affairs of this latter-
day "compound" with a conviction and a single-minded dedi
cation that did h im credit. I guessed also that she had run her 
school with a firmness and authority n o t wholly unlike her 
father's. H e r remarkable work had been a lasting, haunted 
memoria l to him. 

Thus, when I began to write the book's opening words, 
"When memory haunts me, above all it is h im that I remem
ber," they seemed to emerge as easily as if waiting all along for 
someone to write them, and the elegiac voice on the page 
seemed suited to the real Sattareh's longing for the vanished 
world of chi ldhood. What surprised me was realizing that 
somehow this plaintive, yearning voice was mine as well as hers. 

* * 

Daughter of Persia took five years—a h u n d r e d and fifty 
hours of interviewing and reinterviewing, a year of back
g round reading and fact-checking, and the completion and 
revision of an e ight-hundred page first draft, vetted by one 
Iranian and two American scholars. T h e book, which was well-
received and widely reviewed, was subsequently translated into 
three European languages. T h e final interview transcript was 
a round two thousand pages. 

T h r o u g h o u t this long, difficult process, Sattareh read 

Li ! 



Dona Munker 393 

each chapter diligently and with painstaking at tention. She 
remained a somewhat passive interview subject, t hough I soon 
realized that this was pardy because she had seen herself 
merely as an ordinary patriotic citizen of he r country, n o t as an 
expert commenta tor on its affairs. Even so, I came to feel that 
her perspective on Iran 's m o d e r n evolution u n d e r the Pahlavis 
and on the influence of the West, while critical of bo th , was 
unusually generous, balanced, a n d fair-minded. 

Sattareh con t inued to appear perp lexed by my d e m a n d 
for what she referred to as "all these details." Once , when I was 
questioning he r about her final months in hiding, she ven
tured to inquire, with he r usual politeness b u t also with some 
impatience, whether we really n e e d e d to devote half a chapter 
to her three mon ths unde rg round , w h e n tha t whole time 
could easily be summed u p in a single paragraph? Neverthe
less, she accepted the long wait for the book's complet ion with 
a good grace. I was grateful for he r tolerance, and happy (as 
well as relieved) when, having at last read the final version 
from start to finish, she te lephoned and, surprised a n d pleased, 
exclaimed that "we had written the whole story of m o d e r n Iran 
for people to read." 

But I was n o t certain that she actually liked Daughter of 
Persia, nor did I feel that I really knew what she thought of the 
way I had presented h e r life. I n o u r review process, I h a d often 
urged her to be frank and to poin t ou t anything that seemed 
false to her, no mat ter how trivial. However, he r corrections, 
excisions, and criticisms were usually minor. Only gradually 
did I awaken to the fact that she never volunteered an opinion 
of what I was doing. W h e n I asked what she t hough t of the way 
I was presenting he r experiences, she would reply simply that 
"it seemed all right to her." 

Before the book's complet ion, I h a d explained this re
serve to myself as evidence of confidence in my abilities, as well 
as a desire n o t to interfere or cause delays. As work o n the 
book drew to a close, however, I began to feel disturbed by the 
implications of my co-author's cont inuing reluctance to give 
me an opinion, favorable or otherwise, of what I had written 
for her and in her name. It was certainly possible that she 
simply considered it unnecessary to say m o r e than she already 
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had. O n the o the r hand , maybe she disliked the book or 
regarded it as an embarrassment, and felt that it would be 
impolite to say so. 

Especially t roubl ing was the thought that I might have 
gone too far in creat ing a literary proxy for Sattareh (I still 
thought of that bicycle with a twinge), or that I had inadvert
ently distorted or misrepresented her sense of her past in some 
o ther way. I was keenly aware, for instance, of the impossibility 
of my truly being able to unders tand what she had lost as a 
result of h e r arrest after the revolution, and I felt that I could 
no t—and probably should not—breach the stone wall she had 
erected a round events that had deprived he r of her school and 
he r country. 

This par t of the story was, of course, what had led me to 
write the book in the first place, yet I d id n o t feel tha t I had 
really fa thomed it. By now I was bet ter equ ipped ' to know why 
my protagonist could n o t have anticipated the personal catas
t rophe that had befallen her : n o t even the shrewdest observer 
can foresee events in a revolution, while from the beginning of 
the worst civil unrest , Sattareh had sincerely, if naively, believed 
herself exempt from the revolutionaries' rage at the govern
m e n t a n d the privileged classes. Al though she was a member of 
an old and notably p roud family and the head of a thriving, 
government-sponsored institution, she h a d steadfasdy insisted 
that "no one would h u r t a social worker." Despite warnings 
from friends and colleagues, she had firmly refused to ac
knowledge the potential^ dangers of he r position. To protect 
herself by abandon ing he r school, her staff, and her country 
would have disgraced no t jus t he r father's name bu t his legacy 
of duty and patriotism. 

I suspected that this repudiat ion h a d even deepe r roots: 
to have admit ted vulnerability as the head of the school and 
network of clinics she had devoted he r career to building 
would have been tan tamount to recognizing that the great 
disaster of he r early life, the destruction of the first compound, 
could h a p p e n again. I guessed that she h a d simply decided to 
ignore what could be nei ther acknowledged n o r controlled 
a n d tha t this second cataclysm, whose possibility she had never 
admitted, h a d caught he r unawares. But that was only a partial, 
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theoretical explanation for what h a d happened . And it was 
one that I was sure my practical hero ine would have consid
ered pointless a n d irrelevant in any case. Thus, in some 
respects, Sattareh and he r past r emained an enigma to me. 

Perhaps in some respects I h a d also remained an en igma 
to Sattareh; at all events, once the book was done our contacts 
grew less a n d less frequent. I knew tha t a certain distance after 
the completion of a book like ours was n o t unusual , and my 
partner had, after all, waited longer than she thought neces
sary to take her place in the limelight. Still, as favorable reviews 
began to come in, I realized that, while I d idn ' t b lame he r for 
wanting he r bicycle back, the lack of any recognizable acknowl
edgment of my he lp in making the ride possible h a d h u r t 
more than I h a d admit ted to myself. 

The uncertainty over my subject's t rue feelings about what 
I had written was disturbing enough to finally make m e ask 
whether I had been r ight to tell the story of Daughter of Persia 
the way I had. Almost wi thout a second thought , a n d for more 
than four and a half years, I had submerged myself in ano ther 
person's identity unti l I felt exhausted and dra ined by the 
effort. Now that the book was published, I hardly knew what to 
call it when people asked me about it. The re seemed n o 
accurate term for it besides "experiment:" it was par t memoir, 
part portrait, part historical novel. Five years earlier, telling the 
story any o ther way h a d seemed unthinkable . Yet now I 
questioned the very legitimacy of the approach I had taken— 
could o n e person really write another ' s autobiography "au
thentically?"—and wondered if I had shown p o o r j u d g m e n t in 
impulsively deciding to become someone else's literary ven
triloquist. 

Surely, I thought , o ther biographers , normal biographers, 
had different and bet ter reasons for writing a life than an 
irrational and childish compulsion to tell a story—anyway, they 
seemed to be able to find norma l ways of telling it. Maybe 
there was something wrong with me—maybe I sought rejection 
or self-effacement, or maybe my unconscious zigged where 
other biographers ' zagged. Certainly I now felt as though I h a d 
been u n d e r a spell from which I was only beginning to awaken. 

Gradually, my life became my own again, bu t I still could 
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find no convincing answer for why I had felt compelled to 
write Daughter of Persia as I had, and eventually I s topped 
asking. Then , as I was prepar ing to write this essay, I found 
myself jo t t ing down the words "lost kingdom." 

At once, an image came to mind: a house on a wooded 
suburban estate in the affluent California ne ighborhood where 
I grew up . T h e house had been owned by my mother ' s older 
brother , a successful surgeon. H e was a generous, protective, 
domineer ing man who, with the unquest ioning assent of all 
concerned , played the role of our family patriarch. H e bossed 
and looked after everyone a round him, including his own 
older brother , a jovial, pipe-smoking, and (to me) grandfa-
therly psychiatrist whom I adored , and in whom I occasionally 
confided as a substitute for the grandparents who were no 
longer alive by the time I was born . My parents and I saw my 
uncles, aunts, and cousins frequently, for the adults were 
b o u n d n o t only by the usual second-generat ion Jewish immi
grant ties of consanguinity and family loyalty, b u t by strongly-
held convictions about the impor tance of service^ to the 
community. My mothe r and father even built a house for the 
three of us a few blocks from my uncle 's in o rde r to be near 
him and my aunt—a p rominen t public health physician who 
was particularly concerned with the establishment of clinics in 
p o o r ne ighborhoods . 

Both the geographical and psychological configuration of 
this small community, I realized, had elements in common 
with the c o m p o u n d of Sattareh's chi ldhood. But twelve years 
before I first read her story, this close-knit, vibrant, benevolent 
circle of older adults began to vanish. The vanishing started 
with my father, who died suddenly of a hea r t attack before my 
mother ' s eyes. A year and a half later, the family patriarch, who 
had been closer to my mothe r than anyone except my father, 
and who—like Shazdeh—seemed a rock of unchanging strength 
and authority to us all, died and was followed four months 
later by his wife. Two and a half years after them, my beloved 
"grandfather" died suddenly as well. 

Thus, in a little over four years, the seemingly unbreak
able bonds of our family were broken , one by one. For my 
mother , work and a large circle of friends and colleagues 
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helped somewhat to fill the void left by the disappearance of 
the four members of he r generat ion she had loved most, bu t 
for years afterwards, I had remained intensely conscious of the 
magnitude of he r losses. As he r only child, I wanted to comfort 
her, but I lived on the o ther side of the country and felt 
helpless. Although we spoke frequently on the p h o n e and 
visited often, I knew that it was difficult for he r even to refer to 
the four people who were gone. I would have liked to talk 
about them myself, bu t I found it as difficult as she did. 

With Daughter of Persia, however, I had found a way to talk 
about the past. In recreating my heroine 's k ingdom, I was 
reconstituting mine. In "rescuing" the tale of a Persian prin
cess from oblivion, I was saving my mothe r and myself from the 
grief we found so ha rd to discuss. And in grappling with the 
ultimate reasons for Sattareh's loss of her kingdom, I was 
struggling to make sense of what had h a p p e n e d to my family— 
to wrench some meaning from the riddle of death. 

Recognizing this p u t most of my doubts about the book to 
rest. Whatever the legitimacy of the biographical exper iment I 
had under taken, I unders tood that I could no t have told 
Sattareh's story "objectively," or as anything bu t its narrator. 
The impulse to imagine someone else's life completely is 
instinctive: to restore the kingdom, a writer mus t become the 
hero who can do that. I had sensed from the first that the story 
I wanted to tell was also my own. 
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