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Overview
Persepolis is an autobiographical graphic novel by Marjane Satrapi that chronicles her childhood
and early adulthood in Iran during and after the Islamic Revolution. The story begins in 1979,
when Satrapi is ten years old, and follows her experiences as the political landscape of Iran shifts
dramatically from a Westernized monarchy to a repressive Islamic republic. Through the eyes of
a young girl, the reader witnesses the overthrow of the Shah, the rise of the Ayatollah Khomeini,
the devastating Iran-Iraq War, and the increasing restrictions on personal freedoms, especially
for women. Satrapi's narrative is both personal and political, as she navigates the complexities of
identity, faith, and rebellion in a society that demands conformity.

The book is structured as a series of vignettes, each focusing on a specific moment or period in
Satrapi's life. From her early acts of defiance, such as wearing a denim jacket and listening to
Western music, to her eventual exile to Austria as a teenager, Satrapi portrays the struggles of
growing up in a time of profound social upheaval. The graphic novel format, with its stark
black-and-white illustrations, adds a layer of emotional depth and accessibility, making the
historical events tangible and relatable. The story also explores the tension between Satrapi's
progressive, intellectual family and the increasingly fundamentalist state, highlighting the
personal costs of political change.

Persepolis matters because it offers a counter-narrative to the often-simplified Western portrayal
of Iran. It humanizes the Iranian people, showing their resilience, humor, and desire for freedom
amidst oppression. The book has been widely acclaimed for its candid and unflinching look at a
complex period in Middle Eastern history, and it has become a staple in discussions about
memoir, graphic literature, and the intersection of personal and political life. Its enduring
relevance lies in its ability to foster empathy and understanding across cultural divides, making it
a powerful tool for education and dialogue.

Key Takeaways
• Persepolis provides a first-hand account of the Iranian Revolution and its aftermath, offering
a nuanced perspective that challenges simplistic media portrayals.

• The graphic novel format makes complex historical and political events accessible and
emotionally resonant for readers of all ages.

• Satrapi's story highlights the importance of personal identity and resistance in the face of
oppressive regimes, showing how small acts of defiance can be significant.
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• The book illustrates the profound impact of war and political instability on ordinary citizens,
especially women and children.

• Satrapi's experiences in Austria reveal the challenges of exile and the search for belonging in
a foreign culture.

• Persepolis demonstrates the power of family and education in fostering critical thinking and
resilience.

• The book encourages readers to question authority and to value freedom of expression and
thought.

• Satrapi's use of humor and irony provides a coping mechanism and a way to critique the
absurdities of political extremism.

Chapter Summaries
The Veil

In 1980, ten-year-old Marjane and her classmates are forced to wear veils at school. The chapter
introduces the political upheaval in Iran, with the Shah's regime falling and the Islamic Republic
rising. Marjane's rebellious nature emerges as she and her friends play with the veils, and she
expresses a desire to be a prophet. The chapter establishes the central tension between personal
freedom and state-imposed conformity, and it introduces Marjane's family, who are politically
active and critical of the new regime.

The Bicycle

Marjane learns about the history of Iran's political struggles, including the 1953 coup that
overthrew Prime Minister Mossadegh, orchestrated by the CIA and British intelligence. Her
father explains the role of foreign powers in shaping Iran's destiny. The chapter uses the
metaphor of a bicycle to illustrate the cyclical nature of political change and the ongoing fight for
democracy. It deepens Marjane's understanding of her country's complex history and her
family's involvement in political activism.

The Water Cell

Marjane's family tells stories of their experiences under the Shah's regime, including the
imprisonment and torture of her uncle. The chapter highlights the brutality of the previous
dictatorship and the fear that permeated society. Marjane grapples with the concept of good
versus evil, realizing that both the Shah and the new Islamic regime are capable of atrocities. The
chapter reinforces the theme of resistance and the importance of remembering history.

Persepolis

Marjane and her parents visit the ancient ruins of Persepolis, the capital of the Persian Empire.
The trip is a moment of national pride and historical reflection. Marjane imagines the glory of
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ancient Persia, contrasting it with the current state of her country. The chapter serves as a
reminder of Iran's rich cultural heritage, which the new regime seeks to suppress. It also marks a
moment of bonding between Marjane and her parents, who share their love for their country's
history.

The Letter

Marjane's family faces increasing pressure from the new regime. Her parents are involved in
secret political activities, and Marjane writes a letter to the Iranian government demanding
justice for the victims of the revolution. The chapter shows the growing danger of dissent, as
neighbors are arrested and executed. Marjane's naivety contrasts with the harsh reality of the
political situation, and her parents must protect her while also navigating their own risks.

The Party

Marjane's parents host a party where adults discuss politics and drink alcohol, which is now
forbidden. Marjane observes the hypocrisy of the regime, which publicly condemns such
behavior while privately engaging in it. The chapter explores the double standards of the Islamic
Republic and the ways in which ordinary people find small acts of rebellion. Marjane's awareness
of the gap between public and private life grows, and she begins to question authority more
openly.

The Heroes

Marjane learns about the execution of her uncle, who was a communist and a political prisoner.
The chapter is a turning point, as Marjane experiences the personal loss that comes with political
activism. Her uncle's death reinforces the sacrifices made by those who fight for their beliefs.
Marjane's grief is compounded by the realization that her own family is in danger. The chapter
deepens the emotional stakes of the story and highlights the cost of resistance.

Moscow

Marjane's parents decide to send her to Austria to escape the dangers of Iran. The chapter deals
with the emotional turmoil of leaving her family and homeland. Marjane is both excited and
terrified about the unknown future. The decision is made in the context of the Iran-Iraq War,
which is intensifying, and the increasing repression at home. The chapter marks the beginning of
Marjane's exile and sets the stage for her experiences in Europe.

The Sheep

Marjane arrives in Vienna and struggles to adapt to a new culture. She feels alienated and lonely,
missing her family and the familiarity of Iran. The chapter explores the challenges of exile,
including language barriers, cultural differences, and the difficulty of forming new relationships.
Marjane's identity is in flux, as she is neither fully Iranian nor fully European. The chapter
highlights the psychological toll of displacement and the search for belonging.
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The Trip

Marjane returns to Iran after several years in Austria, but she feels like a stranger in her own
country. The chapter depicts her re-entry into a society that has become even more restrictive.
Marjane struggles to reconcile her Westernized identity with the expectations of her family and
the state. She must wear a veil, and she is constantly monitored. The chapter explores the theme
of identity and the difficulty of returning to a place that no longer feels like home.

The F-14s

Marjane, now a young adult, tries to live a normal life in Tehran, but the war with Iraq continues
to cast a shadow. She attends university and becomes involved in a relationship, but the constant
threat of bombing and the oppressive atmosphere weigh on her. The chapter shows Marjane's
attempts to find joy and meaning in a society that is still at war. It also depicts her growing
disillusionment with the Islamic Republic and her desire to leave again.

The Veil (Part 2)

Marjane makes the difficult decision to leave Iran for good. She divorces her husband and
prepares to emigrate to France. The chapter is a bittersweet farewell, as Marjane says goodbye
to her family and her homeland. She reflects on the experiences that have shaped her and the
resilience she has developed. The book ends with Marjane at the airport, looking back at Iran,
with a sense of loss but also hope for the future. The final image is of Marjane as a woman who
has survived and will carry her history with her.

Themes
• Identity and exile

• Political oppression

• Women's rights

• Coming of age

• Resistance and rebellion

• Family and memory

Notable Quotes
• "We were four girls, and we had to wear veils. We didn't really like to wear them, but the veil
was a symbol of our faith." — Opening of the book, describing the imposition of the veil on
schoolgirls after the revolution.

• "I want to be a prophet. I want to be the last prophet." — Young Marjane tells her
grandmother about her desire to be a prophet, showing her early questioning of religion and
authority.
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• "In the name of God, I have decided to be a prophet." — Marjane's declaration to her
classmates, leading to a conversation about her beliefs.

• "The only thing that matters is the love of God." — Marjane's grandmother's advice,
contrasting with the political rhetoric of the regime.

• "I had a feeling that I was going to be a hero." — Marjane's childhood fantasy of being a
revolutionary hero, reflecting her early political awareness.

• "I was a grown-up, but I was still a child." — Marjane's reflection on her experiences in
Austria, highlighting the tension between maturity and innocence.

• "I had to leave. I had to go far away." — Marjane's decision to leave Iran, expressing her
need to escape the oppressive environment.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Persepolis about?

Persepolis is an autobiographical graphic novel by Marjane Satrapi that tells the story of her
childhood and early adulthood in Iran during the Islamic Revolution and the Iran-Iraq War. It
explores her personal struggles with identity, faith, and freedom against a backdrop of political
upheaval, and it offers a humanizing perspective on Iranian society.

Is Persepolis worth reading?

Yes, Persepolis is widely considered a masterpiece of graphic literature. It provides a unique and
deeply personal perspective on a pivotal historical period, and its black-and-white illustrations
are both striking and emotionally powerful. It is praised for its honesty, humor, and ability to
make complex political issues accessible to a broad audience.

How does Persepolis end?

Spoiler: Persepolis ends with Marjane leaving Iran for France after divorcing her husband. She
says goodbye to her family and reflects on her experiences, feeling a mix of sadness and hope.
The final scene shows her at the airport, looking back at Iran, symbolizing her permanent
departure and the end of an era in her life.

Who should read Persepolis?

Persepolis is suitable for a wide range of readers, including those interested in Middle Eastern
history, graphic novels, memoirs, and women's studies. It is often taught in schools and
universities because it offers a compelling entry point into discussions about politics, culture, and
identity. However, it contains some mature themes and violence, so it may not be suitable for
very young children.

How long does it take to read Persepolis?
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The average reader can finish Persepolis in about 2 to 3 hours, as it is a graphic novel with a
relatively quick pace. The book has around 150 pages, and the illustrations allow for fast reading.
However, readers may want to spend more time absorbing the artwork and the historical
context, so it could take longer if read carefully.


