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Sidelights
When Azar Nafisi was thirteen years old her parents sent her from her home in Iran to Lancaster, Eng-
land, so that she could finish her schooling. When Nafisi returned to her birthplace things had changed. 
She returned in 1979 after the revolution of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Khomeini had enforced a 
strict moral code. Women were forced to wear veils and morality police patrolled the streets. According 
to Michael Harris of the Los Angeles Times, Nafisi has said that “in the course of nearly two decades the 
streets have been turned into a war zone, where young women who disobey the rules are hurled into 
patrol cars, taken to jail, flogged, fined . . . and sometimes raped or executed.” Nafisi was fired from the 
University of Tehran, where she taught literature, because she refused to wear a veil. From 1995 to 1997 
she set up weekly secret meetings with seven female students to discuss literature. Reading “Lolita” in 
Tehran: A Memoir in Books is the story of Nafisi, her students, and the books that they discussed during 
those meetings. The book has been translated into more than ten languages and is in its fifteenth print-
ing. 

As depicted in Nafisi’s text, the seven students who meet weekly at the author’s home are all very differ-
ent from each other. Some are married, some are divorced, some are rich, some are poor. Their person-
alities and passions vary, they have different beliefs, but they are uniquely bonded by the shared experi-
ence of reading these novels together and discussing what they mean in their lives. In an article for the 
Guardian Unlimited Paul Allen wrote, “The charismatic passion in the book is not simply for literature 
itself but for the kind of inspirational teaching of it which helps students to teach themselves by apply-
ing their own intelligence and emotions to what they are reading.” 

“Reading “Lolita” in Tehran is more than a collection of keen perceptions of the nature of literature--
though it is certainly and formidably and beautifully that. It is also a portrait of daily life under des-
potism,” noted Charles Matthews in the Manila Times. Nafisi divides the book into four sections. Each 
section discusses a piece of literature: “Lolita,” “Gatsby,” “James,” and “Austen.” As we are taken through the 
sections we come to know daily life in Iran, the author, and her students and how these great works of 
literature fit into their lives; as well as how the pieces are relevant and meaningful in their daily opera-
tions. In a review for Library Journal, Ron Ratliff commented on the lives of Nafisi’s students: “Their sto-
ries reflect the oppression of the Iranian regime but also the determination not to be crushed by it.” He 
went on to say, “Nafisi’s lucid style keeps the reader glued to the page from start to finish.” In an article 
for the Star Tribune, Andrea Hoag commented that Nafisi’s memoir “is a reminder that a safe, illusory 
world exists within the imaginary constraints of our great novels, a place where all of us can still take 
comfort.” 

In an interview for Newsweek, Nafisi claimed that she is grateful to the Islamic Republic regime. “The 
Islamic Republic took away everything I’d taken for granted. It made me appreciate the feel of the wind 
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on my skin. How lovely the sun feels on your hair. How free you feel when you can lick ice cream in the 
streets.” Nafisi now resides in the United States and teaches literature at Johns Hopkins University.

PERSONAL INFORMATION
Family: Born c. 1950, in Tehran, Iran; married; children: two. Education: Attended University of Oklahoma 
and Oxford University. Addresses: Home: Washington DC. Agent: c/o Author Mail, Random House, 1745 
Broadway, New York, NY 10019.

CAREER
Writer and teacher. Johns Hopkins School for Advanced International Studies, professor. Taught litera-
ture at three Iranian Universities. Director of the Dialogue Project.

WRITINGS BY THE AUTHOR
•	 Anti Terra: A Critical Study of Vladimir Nabokov’s Novels, 1994. 
•	 Reading “Lolita” in Tehran: A Memoir in Books, Random House (New York, NY), 2003. 
Contributor to periodicals, including the New York Times, Washington Post, and Wall Street Journal. 

Reading “Lolita” in Tehran: A Memoir in Books has been translated into more than ten languages.
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