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This book is dedicated to the humanity, the dignity,
and the spirit of the Iranian people,
all of whom continue to shine
even in their current time of darkness.
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PROLOGUE

“Why did you come to Iran, Mr. Roger?”

The chair I am sitting in faces three men. One of them wears reflecting wraparound sunglasses. He is a small, almost winsome presence. Harmless, you would think. Impassive as stone. Another fiddles with a pen behind a desk; he barely looks up. He is small, too, though more rotund, with grayish jowls and thin strands of hair brushed up from the side in a vain attempt to hide premature baldness. He is the one who has just spoken. A third man, younger and more dapper, with an intelligent gaze, sits to one side. He wears a checked sports jacket over a blue shirt.

“I am your translator,” says the dapper one. “Please, just be calm and try not to get angry. I told them I didn’t want to do this. I am just a translator. I am too emotional for this kind of work, but they said I had to help them. So please, cooperate, tell them the truth and make it as easy as possible for both of us.”

“Tell us, Mr. Roger, why did you come to Iran?” The man behind the desk repeats his question without looking up, his words sounding as casual as if he were asking about the weather.

“I came to write a book to show people in the West that Iran is not what they think. I came to find the soul of Iran, the truth and beauty of its past and also its present.”

“And what else?” Baldy asks, his gaze still studying the grain of his desk.

“Nothing else. That’s it.”

Shades shakes his head slowly from side to side. Baldy clucks and lightly stabs the desk with his pen. Translator glances first at them and then at me.

“Please,” he says. “Please, give them the right answers. It will be better for all of us.”

“We do not believe your answer, Mr. Roger,” Baldy is saying, in heavily accented English, scrutinizing his desk all the while. “Please, listen to me. We understand you have a problem. We want to help you solve your problem and leave Iran on your flight. But you need to cooperate with us. Now, please, tell us why you came to Iran.”

I register that Baldy is eerily, almost condescendingly, polite.

“By the way,” Translator pipes up in a jaunty voice, “Peter from Scotland says hi.”

Peter from Scotland says hi? I am instantly, entirely, present, as when an inevitable crash looms on the freeway. They have hacked into my e-mail account. They must know everyone I have seen and everything I have said on e-mail.

“Who are you working for, Mr. Roger?” Baldy lets fly his question like a bullet.

“I’ve already told you. I work for myself, and I’m working on a book. It’s commissioned by Random House in New York. If you look back at my e-mails you will see my correspondence with them.”

“We know about the book. We are not interested. Many people come here under the cover of artistic or journalistic activities in order to hide their true motives. Nonprofits come here—ones like the Soros Foundation and the Aspen Institute—to spread their liberal agenda and to act as covers for Western intelligence. Now listen to me, Mr. Roger. Do you want to leave Iran?” Baldy is speaking softly now. “You are not helping us to solve your problem. You need to tell us the truth. We want to know why you were always changing hotels. We want to know why you wanted to meet Mr. Abbas Kiarostami. We want to know why you went to Kurdistan. Do not play with us, Mr. Roger. Your time is limited.”

I wonder what he means when he says my time is limited.

“Who sent you here?” Baldy asks his question without seeming concerned for my answer.

“Nobody sent me here. I am here to research a book.”

“Do you know your friend in New York is an agent for the CIA? He’s using you. Don’t you see that? Do you work for him or for the State Department?”

They know everything. All my phone calls, all my e-mails.

“I’m sorry, I know you want me to say something different, but I can’t, because there is nothing else to say. I am nothing more than a freelance writer, and I am hiding nothing whatsoever.”

They all shake their heads, even Translator, who I realize is not just a translator after all.

“You are not helping us to solve your problem. I am sorry.” Baldy is inspecting his fingers and almost mumbling to me from across the room, as if he’s lost interest. “You give us no choice. We are going to have to take you somewhere else for further questioning. Somewhere comfortable. Somewhere you know.”

“I would like to exercise my right to call the British embassy.”

Baldy and Translator laugh and shift positions on their chairs. “You are in Iran. You have no rights.”

Shades doesn’t move a muscle. His presence is shadowy, unsettling, even though he does nothing and says nothing, except for an occasional shake of the head. He’s like a prop or an extra in a movie scene whose presence sets the whole tone.

There is a knock at the door, and a man walks in with my baggage. They must have asked the airline for it before I even sat down in their office. So their questions are no more than a charade. This is all leading to a foregone conclusion, whatever that might be. My answers to their questions are irrelevant.

“Please come with us now, Mr. Roger. We will go back to Tehran.” Translator is curt now in his directive. I wish they wouldn’t call me “Mr. Roger.” It reminds me of an affable television personality whose presence in this situation, even in my imagination, is wholly inappropriate.

They all stand, and with two behind me and one in front, they walk me out of the airport to their car. I am not afraid. I don’t know why, but I feel strangely calm. I feel as if this were a play I landed a part in a long time ago, and now the curtain is finally rising.


CHAPTER 1
writing iran


The inner—what is it?

If not intensified sky, hurled through with birds

And deep with the winds of homecoming.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE



Whenever I think of the color blue, I think first not of the sea or the sky, but of a dome. A dome in Isfahan, Iran. It lodged itself in my mind some thirty-five years ago, one gray afternoon in the British Library, that beautiful building, itself a dome, which at the time housed a few million books and manuscripts on every subject known to man. Oblivious of the scholars shuffling to and fro around me, I gazed for the longest time at a full-color plate of the dome of the Royal Mosque in Isfahan. Its perfection of shape and its blue never left me. It prompted me from that time on to marvel at domes, to appreciate their sensuous precision with a fresh eye, and to love that turquoise blue with a single-mindedness that has dominated my wardrobe and my wall hangings for a lifetime.

It was my Iran phase. Around the same time, I discovered Iranian music and poetry. While my peers were listening to the Stones and Bob Dylan, I would be poring over the Iranian music section of some esoteric record store in London, looking for ethnic folk music or the music of the Sufis, the mystical brotherhoods of Islam. Or I would be in the Middle Eastern Bookshop on Museum Street, looking for translations of the great Iranian Sufi poets, Rumi and Hafez. That music, those poems, had a visceral effect on me. They would bring me down into myself, into my body and the rhythms of my blood: another kind of heart murmur, you might say.

It made for a potent brew, a jumble of feelings and images that somehow conjured the fantasy of a culture that was both sensuous and soulful at one and the same time. For all I knew, my imaginings were mere imaginings. The Shah was in charge then, and his mission to modernize his country made the images of my inner world seem old-fashioned at best, and reactionary at worst. It wasn’t cool in Iran then to have an interest in Sufis or anything non-Western. My fascination was probably no more than a young man’s longing for a romance and vitality that seemed hard to come by under the somber skies of his native London—a much grayer city then than it is now.

Even so, those images of Iran remained through my lifetime, alive and innocent though never tested by reality. Those colors, that music, that poetry, the beautiful dome, I realize, represented my own personal paradise; a paradise that is neither here nor there, of course, but rather a living sense of presence in which nothing is lacking. A sort of homecoming, you might say.

Those same images linger today in the Persian art on my walls: a large ceramic tableau of overflowing flowers that I bought years ago, and a detailed embroidery, a meter high, of the Tree of Life complete with birds of paradise, that I gave myself from the proceeds of my first book contract. My Iran phase never really went away; neither, it seems, did my nostalgia for the original “home.”

We never know until it happens how the images stored in our brains may suddenly leap up out of nowhere to shape our lives. Thirty-five years later, in the early spring of 2008, I was walking through the redwoods near my home in California with nothing in my mind other than the savor of the forest and the deep trees. I wasn’t walking as a writer in search of a subject, even though I had no idea what my next book might be. I was in the positive gap, the one that is empty of content, yet seems to sustain you, like floating in the Dead Sea—as opposed to the kind of gap where you can go into free fall down some endless rabbit hole.

Walking along that path through the woods, my mind was in neutral. Into that empty space, out of nowhere, three words sprang fully formed into my mind: the other Iran. I do not know where that phrase came from. I was strolling along with the clouds above and the ground below. My images of Iran had not surfaced for years.

It seems to be one of life’s enduring habits to sneak up on us unawares. My next project or enthusiasm (they are usually one and the same) has always arrived unannounced and from left field, rather than through any deliberate attempt to figure it out with pen and paper. Not that I don’t try every now and then to dream up subjects and passions I could turn into a piece of work—but they rarely, if ever, materialize that way.

So here I was, embarking on my sixties, out of a second marriage for three years, with a rewarding but precarious occupation that dispenses with the need for a weekly planner, not to mention a yearly one: an occupation that encourages me to follow the lightning wherever it strikes, and in the lightning’s time, not mine. I had recently finished writing a long series of books on poetry, and once again, a variant of the perennial question—What do you want to do now with your life?—had been flitting about the edge of my mind.

Except it was no longer about doing this or that so much as feeling which qualities and loves really mattered to me, and which I wanted to embody in this world before I left it. None of this was in the shape of an anxiety, or even in the form of words; but as a kind of readiness, or welcoming disposition toward something I could feel was wanting to surface.

Not that I was sitting back waiting for my life to happen. Of course I have wondered at times what on earth I am doing here; of course, as a writer, I have suffered the peculiar sensation, like grasping at air, of not having a subject. In the last couple of years I had flirted with several ideas that seemed promising book subjects. But nothing had had the wings to lift words onto the page.

That’s when the rabbit hole can appear out of nowhere: the gap that can open up without warning between the last book, the last painting or start-up project, and what you hope, at least, will be the next one. The kind of gap where you realize that sweating it out means what it says. I went through one of those gaps eighteen months or so before my walk in the woods, and not for the first time. I was having ideas all right; in fact I had ideas aplenty, but my publisher was not impressed. The Greatest Joy: Having a Purpose Bigger Than You Are. I don’t think so, she said. On Being Useful. Uh-uh. No. Ten Meals to Eat Before You Die: Journey to the Heart of France—how could anyone say no to that, I thought.

It would save my bacon, so to speak; give me a way forward, let me run round my favorite country for a year. I thought I would use food as the doorway into La France Profonde, the culture whose language and literature I loved. I thought it would give my writing career a kick-start into a new future. But no, they were not impressed.

“How can you not be impressed by ten meals to die for? Ten French meals?” my brother Mark had asked when I called to tell him. But then he lived in France, was something of a gourmand himself, and ran his own business, the French House, selling the romance of French style to Anglo-Saxons. It was he who had come up with the idea in the first place.

No, they were not impressed. Too regional, too French, too traditional. The publicity director killed it when she said she couldn’t see herself eating any of those meals. No confit de canard? Really? You don’t like the sound, let alone the taste, of bouillabaisse?

A writer’s life is about moving on. There’s always the hope of the next project, the next great idea. My previous book hadn’t turned out to be as great an idea as my publisher and I had hoped it would. Now the Ten Meals project had gone the same way before even getting off the ground. My agent tried to cheer me up as I was leaving New York after one of our periodic meetings.

“I have best-selling writers nowadays who have to propose four or five ideas before they get a green light,” she said consolingly. (How many more does that mean I have to go?) “It’s tough out there,” she told me. “People are not buying books the way they used to, so neither are publishers. They’re scared.” They’re scared! Don’t they know that being a writer with nothing to write about is like being a sailor without a boat, a builder without a hammer, a painter without a brush?

Back home from New York I sprawled on the sofa and gazed unseeingly out of the big window that looks onto one of the most beautiful landscapes I’ve ever beheld—Marin County, actually, with its big Mount Tam stuck right in the middle distance there before me among contours of pines and madrone trees. As I sat there, I let my eye travel down inward rather than outward for I don’t know how long, and let in the true horror of my situation—a writer without a subject, not so long without a wife, fresh from being madly in love with an unavailable woman, and with a most moderate bank account—and I started to smile.

I started to smile, and then I started to laugh. Maybe this was the end of the line for this particular writer, this couch on a Tuesday afternoon in May 2008. Maybe there was simply nothing left for him to say or write. And yet what would be wrong with that? I was still here, and more a lover of life than a survivor of it. I relaxed. Where a moment before I had felt empty, now I felt full. Not full of myself, in the way that I certainly can be, but full of relief, full of quiet, like after a big outbreath. I had enough money to live on for a year or so, and I would just see what if anything came out of the blue.

It was the other Iran that came out of the blue, several months later. I knew instantly that a big fish had surfaced, and that I was going to land it, and soon. When I reflect more deeply on the color blue, deeper still than the image of the dome in Isfahan, I realize that what it really means for me is the sea inside: the deep, uncharted waters of one’s own interior life, where unlived desires and loves swim and wheel and turn, calling to us, at times barely audible, at other times with a clarion call, to haul them up into the light before the light goes out.

When I reflect on what is still unlived in me, travel for its own sake, or out of simple curiosity, is not the first thing to come to mind. I have spent a substantial part of my life traveling the world. Nowadays I find the place where I live to be as full of curious customs and enchantments as anywhere. But then, those romanticized images of Iran from my youth had never dissolved, even if they had fallen below the surface; their lingering presence still exerted a magnetic pull that had now emerged in the form of words. Again my response wasn’t so much a decision as a realization, a strange elation at the dawning upon me of what was next: Oh! And now this! I felt, walking through those redwoods in Marin County, which is so beautiful there is surely no need to go anywhere: I am going to Iran! Of course! The power of adventure was upon me again.

As soon as those three words swooped into my mind, I knew the subject was far bigger in scope than my own personal curiosities and subjective story. In recent years Iran has been more at the forefront of people’s minds than almost any other country. It is never far from the front pages today, so that phrase, the other Iran, arose not only from my personal unconscious, but from the broader context of the current climate. Ever since the hostage crisis of 1979, America’s relations with Iran have been strained at best and dangerous at worst. But then it became the crux of the Axis of Evil, as George W. Bush proclaimed to the world. The mullahs, we were told, ran a quasi-fascist state full of terrorists that was on the verge of going nuclear, and that would be the ruin of all of us. With all the help from Ahmadinejad they could have wished for, the White House and the press succeeded in drawing a caricature of Iran that not only demonized an entire culture but dehumanized it.

The image of Iran as a dark and scary place, full of nuke-toting mullahs, remains a difficult one to dislodge from the collective imagination. And, especially in the light of Ahmadinejad’s tirades and intransigence, with good reason. Even more so, since, in June of 2009, the hopes of the Green Revolution were quashed in a stolen election and the violence that followed. And yet, paradoxically, what we also saw at that time on our screens was an Iran that so many Iranians themselves already knew their country to be: a young, vibrant, questioning, highly creative culture with dreams not so very different from our own.

This was the Iran, some six months before those fateful elections, that I wanted to bring to light—to touch and be touched by. I wanted to humanize its culture and its people in my own mind, to resist the temptation to objectify them as “other”—as a people somehow different from and inferior to us and therefore legitimate targets for our aggression; and also to help do something of the same for my readers. I wanted to look beyond the political wrangling altogether, to the truth and beauty of an ancient and sophisticated culture; to know something of life as it is lived there, beyond the slogans and the headlines; to touch the creative spirit of Iran and to be touched by it in turn.

Above all, I wanted to see if the Iran of today could give substance and value to the images I had cherished for decades. Those images—the poetry, the music, the Sufis, the soaring domes—are for me metaphors for wholeness. They have lingered through my lifetime because they represent a culture that embraced both its deepest longings and its delight in the sensuous world—a culture that in my imagination mirrored the possibility of my own synthesis of body and soul, soul and spirit. Finally, they represent a creative genius that has resulted in works of unparalleled beauty.

For my traveling companion I would take along Rumi, guide of souls. Rumi, the thirteenth-century Iranian poet I had been consulting for years—the one whose family had fled Iran before the Mongol hordes, and whose tomb now lay in the city of Konya, in Turkey. Of all poets, Rumi spoke my own heart to me. He knew the primordial sense of home I still hankered for. He knew the loss of it and also the union with it. He called it the “Beloved”; and he sang its praises as no one else has.

So, with Rumi in my pocket, I would set off to discover if the world I imagined was a current reality in Iran today, or merely a chimera of my own making; and if it did exist, whether it might still shine a light on the hidden truths of my own inner world. All this happened and more—more than I ever bargained for.

A couple of months after that walk in the redwoods, I was on a Lufthansa flight to Tehran.


CHAPTER 2
leaving the known


The function of the imagination is not to make strange things settled, so much as to make settled things strange.

—G. K. CHESTERTON



There’s a cappuccino and some apple cake on my table, a hum of activity around me in the café at Frankfurt Airport; everything’s normal, my flight is on time, and I’m nervous. I’ve never been nervous traveling before. But I’m nervous now, sitting here waiting for my connection to Tehran. I feel like I am about to get on a plane to nowhere—to nowhere in my known world. The only other time I have felt anything close to this was when I was twenty years old and leaving the shores of Europe for the first time to enter the (then) exotic world of North Africa. Even at that time, I had felt less trepidation than sheer excitement. Now the balance has swung marginally the other way.

But why? What about the other Iran and the thrill of finally seeing a land I had dreamed of for years? And then surely I was used to landing in strange and even remote parts of the world? I was, but in these last few weeks of preparing to go there, Iran had already become in my mind a more shifting and complex world, one with rules and challenges that I had never encountered before. No other country I know of has kept my passport for its visa stamp until the day before my departure. Neither are visas granted automatically, and it was impossible to know beforehand whether or not I would get one. (The same is true for Iranians hoping to visit the United States, I was told later.) Yet I had to book my flights and give them my flight details, leaving it to fate that it would all work out and my tickets would not be wasted. Then they gave me fewer days in the country than there were between my arriving and departing flights; which now meant that I would have to apply for an extension once I got there. At least I am using my British, rather than my American, passport, but I’m not even sure that makes things any easier. Dutch or Irish, perhaps, but British, I don’t know. Salman Rushdie is British, and it wasn’t much help to him.

“I always wear black,” an American professor who had been there a few times confided to me a few days before I was leaving. “I don’t stand out that way.” Then, “They will always know where you are and what you are doing, so you should know the rules. Sharing a room with any Iranian is not allowed; sharing a room with a woman who is not your wife, not allowed; having sex with an Iranian woman, definitely not allowed; shaking hands with an Iranian woman, not allowed; alcohol, of course not allowed; most things, especially to do with pleasure, not allowed.”

I took him seriously. Not that I intended to share a room with anyone, though you never know. But who were they? The ones he said would know where I was and what I was doing? I trusted that I would never find out. It remained vaguely titillating, thinking I might be followed or watched. It would be a first, to my knowledge. So whatever it is going to be, and despite any romantic imaginings I might have had, it is not going to be friendly, that is for sure. The Islamic Republic of Iran does not approve of Western ways, especially American ways. They especially don’t like writers. So, American or British, I am probably a marked man anyway.

I’m not feeling much better now on the plane. I am sitting next to a Danish engineer who tells me he is helping to rebuild some antiquated plant. He was there the year before and doesn’t relish having to return. He tells me he’s worried about his connecting domestic flight, because, he says, none of the signs in the domestic terminal are in English, and they only call the flight gate a few minutes before departure.

He seems as nervous as I am, and he has already been there once. Not a good sign. But then I am embarrassed to acknowledge that I feel a certain relief on looking around the plane and noticing that a large percentage of my fellow travelers are European men. They can’t all be as ignorant as I am about where we are going, and they seem perfectly at ease—but then again it is three in the morning, when it’s not always easy to distinguish between ease and exhaustion. I also remind myself that one of the two or three women I had seen boarding the plane, a nonchalant Iranian, was dressed in fashionable fitted jeans tucked into high leather boots, with a large silver chain belt draped around her waist. I can see her now, a few rows in front of me, sprawled in her aisle seat. She must know something I don’t about landing in Tehran.

I stumbled off that Lufthansa flight somewhere between night and day, half expecting a grim and low-lit airport teeming with humanity, like the ones I had encountered in India. There would be long lines at passport control, glowering men with beards and machine guns, and petulant questions from the customs officer. But I came out, blinking, into a large and spacious structure that could almost have been the international terminal I had left behind in San Francisco. I sailed down an open escalator to the passport queues, which passed along as efficiently as they might in Paris or New York. There were no guns, and no beards that I could see. The woman with the high boots and fitted jeans was just in front of me. As unconcerned as ever, she had now made the small concession of wearing a light silk scarf toward the back of her head. When it was my turn, the officer met me with a smile, looked briefly at my passport, and said, “Welcome to Iran!”

I looked up, surprised, a little taken aback. “Thank you,” I said. “You’re welcome,” he said. My body softened. So did my mind. I laughed at myself for having generated such concern because of some small visa problem. But then it wasn’t just that; nor was it only the warnings of the American professor. I don’t even have a TV at home; yet in that moment I realized that our collective fear and suspicion surrounding Iran had somehow entered my skin without my ever having been conscious of the fact.

After all, I was a liberal Anglo-American living in the Bay Area, one of the most progressive places in the world. I tended to scoff at the fearmongering of the media and the departing Bush administration; at their clichéd images that neatly divided the rest of the world into good and evil. I liked to think that my European background gave me a more complex and nuanced picture of world affairs. You might call me self-satisfied, smug, and complacent. You would be right. But there we are. These were the assumptions about myself that my anxiety had brought to the surface and challenged all the way from Frankfurt.

And then there were the friends of mine who, on hearing I was going to Iran, said I was either courageous or crazy. Right there, passing through passport control, before even having set foot in this country, I was already feeling sheepish and ignorant for the collective images I’d brought with me despite myself—and on my friends’ behalf as well as my own. Here am I, I thought, the intrepid traveler, standing in a perfectly normal airport, waiting for my bags at a perfectly normal baggage carousel, having fallen prey to fears I didn’t even know I had—fears, I realized with some relief, that seemed unwarranted by the actual reality that had greeted me.

[image: ]

The lobby of the Laleh Hotel in Tehran is a spectacle of tired and faded opulence: once glitzy chandeliers, red flock chair coverings, banisters with exaggerated scrolls, and polished brass wherever you look. My coffee turns out to be the instant variety. The coffee cup is a white one, thick and slightly chipped, the kind you might find in a canteen or an old-fashioned diner. It is late in the morning the day after my arrival and I am in that purgatorial, faintly jellylike state so familiar to anyone who has recently landed in a country with a twelve-hour time difference from the one they left behind. Before the Revolution the Laleh had been the Intercontinental. Still one of Tehran’s foremost hotels, a slab of white some fifteen floors high, it remains in something of a design time warp, layout and design reminiscent of the 1970s, even though it was refurbished some years ago with a distinctly Middle Eastern taste for shiny surfaces.

The lobby is crowded. Like most large hotels, the Laleh is a place for doing deals, having meetings, and holding conventions. Three men in suits (though without neckties, a symbol in the Republic of Western cultural imperialism), briefcases in hand, are standing just by my table. A tall woman wearing jeans under a sort of smock—I learned later that you call it a manteau—and a light green headscarf on her head walks purposefully up to them and shakes each of them by the hand with an authority that seems to confirm her status as a peer rather than an assistant or a secretary. They all stroll off together for their meeting, leaving me to contemplate what the professor had said back in San Francisco.

You don’t shake hands with women.

For an hour or more I gazed somewhat vacantly at the ebb and flow of people around me. My body had landed. My mind was still between worlds. But then finally, in a burst of energy between one wave of jet lag and another, I hauled myself up to make a brief foray into the city. I stepped out toward the jangle of traffic, blinking for a moment at the unfamiliarity of the street before me, the crowded sidewalks, and the concrete office blocks of the sprawling, dusty, muggy city. The only difference between one building and the next was how tall or small the gray block was. Uniform concrete, everywhere. A hundred years ago the city was no more than a village, chosen as his new capital by the ruler of the time merely because it was near his ancestral lands. The fumes of incessant traffic curled in the yellowing air. Horns honked, motorcyclists rode on the sidewalk, taxis swerved in and out like fairground rides, pedestrians wove their way through the madness with the skill and patience of chess players. Every car had at least one badge of battle—a dent, a missing headlight, a twisted fender. Glowering over everything was a huge portrait of the Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, pinned on a wall of one of the larger concrete blocks.

My first impression was of a grim, uninviting scene. Any city in, for example, India, is chaotic, dirty, and filled with exhaust fumes. To my eyes in that moment, this street in central Tehran lacked something that Delhi or Calcutta did not; for all the motion and commotion, there seemed to be an absence of vitality, of exuberant aliveness. Yet perhaps this was merely my perception, filtered through a veil of jet-lag fog.

Whatever its origins, a curtain of gray was beginning to settle over my mind. Perhaps I had made a dreadful mistake. Perhaps I had concocted a whole story that existed nowhere but in the right side of my own brain. One dark thought led to another, and soon there was no stopping them. Who, after all, would want to come of their own free will to a place like this? To this unremitting drabness? And at this particular time, with the Americans and Israelis threatening to bomb the place any minute? In that moment, as I faced the endless gray slabs of the buildings, the madness of the Tehran traffic, the grimness of the general impression before me, the thought raced through my mind that I had indeed been prematurely seduced by my own fuzzy longings, as when you realize you have fallen in love with someone you made up in your own mind, who in reality is a completely different and inappropriate person.

But right then, there in the distance, at the far end of the side street opposite the hotel, my eyes fell upon the herald of an older, saner world: a great mountain, patches of snow still on its sides, raising its bulk against a hazy sky. I stood and gazed for a moment at its sober stillness. I was not in Tehran to appreciate fine buildings and grand avenues, it reminded me. Or inspiring scenery—though this mountain at the end of the street was a welcome surprise. I would go to Shiraz, to Isfahan, to the desert and the mountains for that. I wanted to stay in Tehran for a few days because there were people I wanted to meet here whom I would be unlikely to find anywhere else.

The creative edge of life in most countries is concentrated in the capital city. The capital is an indicator of where the broader culture is heading. It sets the pace of change and exchange in ideas, in art, in fashion, and in cultural and technological innovation. It is the cosmopolitan place of convergence for people of different religions, races, and skill sets. If there is one place in Iran that even begins to match this description, it is Tehran. Only in Tehran, for example, could I expect to meet a figure like Toufan, the woman I was expecting to have dinner with later this evening, if only I could stay awake that long. Toufan—I never heard anyone refer to her other than by her first name—is assistant to Iran’s legendary film director Abbas Kiarostami, and known by her friends as the unofficial mayor of Tehran for her pole position in Tehran’s social network. I had been told she would open doors for me in Tehran that I never knew were there.

Thirty years ago Tehran was home to four million people. Now its infrastructure is groaning under the pressure of ten million people trying to live and work there. Millions have swarmed in from the provinces in hopes of a livelihood, and life is as difficult and frenetic here as in any megacity in the world. The mountain, the nearest of the Alborz range, which stretches to the Caspian Sea, is Tehran’s saving grace. In winter, those who can afford it ski there; in spring and summer, thousands walk in the parks on its lower slopes and while away a Friday afternoon in the teahouses there (Friday being the Muslim equivalent of Sunday).

As I stood now at the edge of this traffic madness, having to launch myself into the fray to reach the other side, the mountain reminds me: stay calm, stay patient, and move like lightning when a space opens up.

A space did open up and I did reach the other side, sidestepping a motorcyclist as he jerked his wheel to miss the taxi in front of him by no more than a centimeter. Coming toward me on the sidewalk was a young woman wearing dark glasses and a nose bandage. A tight-fitting manteau hung down over her jeans and a bright scarf was perched way back on her head. By her side was a tall young man in jeans that he must have been poured into. His black hair was scooped high into an Elvis quiff. Two boys were hawking cell phones and sunglasses. The storefronts were full of electronic goods from Japan and China: flat-screen TVs showing the latest soccer game from Europe, CD players, more cell phones. People pressed around the windows, staring mostly at the soccer. Two young men glanced up from the game to notice my presence. “Manchester United!” one of them said, grinning. I nodded, gave him a thumbs-up, and grinned back.

Such a harmless exchange, but it brought the street to life for me, and my dark mood of just moments before began to lighten. I saw, and not for the first time, how my attention generally overlooks the ordinary, or what I would judge to be the humdrum. I prefer the color and the drama of the graceful line, which were nowhere in evidence in this Tehran street. Until that moment of exchange with the football fan, I had neglected to see the life that was all around me. I was a perfect candidate for the wisdom in those great lines of Middlemarch:


If we had a keen vision and feeling for all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar that lies on the other side of silence. As it is, the quickest of us walk about well wadded with stupidity.



Well wadded with stupidity. That would be me, until the soccer fan woke me from my trance. I wandered on through the streams of people in the dusty light of the city, going nowhere in particular, until my attention was caught by a building that announced itself as a hammam, or bathhouse. After a long flight there could surely be no better place to soothe my bones. I had once experienced a hammam in Turkey, and remembered well the macho massage I had had there, the effects of which, not altogether pleasant, had lasted for hours. I strolled over to and down the white marble stairs into the Iranian version of a male fraternity club.

The square pool of hot bubbling water had a fountain in the middle, out of which dribbled a sorry thin stream. Every surface was covered in large white tiles, with blue ones bordering the floor and ceiling. A large dome above the pool let in light from the sky. The room was pungent with the fragrance of bay leaves. Several men were chatting in the pool, and others were sitting at tables by a counter where you could get tea and snacks. They all wore towels, white ones. I wondered if Iranian men were genetically more hairy than my own stock. But then, I thought, they are my own stock, Indo-Europeans all of us, the word Iran derived from Aryan. Before 1935 the country had always been known as Persia, but then the Pahlavi Shah, father of the last Shah, changed the name to Iran to impress Western powers with Persia’s racial pedigree.

The man at the front desk issued me my own white towel and a pair of Bermuda shorts covered in palm trees, and in minutes I was in the pool along with the others. One man, pensive and on his own, was sipping black tea from a small glass that he held high above the surge of the jet stream. A couple of elderly gentlemen were gossiping in hushed tones, the water up to their necks. I sank down into the swell and let the heave of the water sway me this way and that.

The curtain over my mind lifted away, and I contemplated the fact that I had spent much of my life in the city of Bath in England, and not once in all those years had I immersed myself in its warm waters. Yet the first thing I do on arriving here is to drop into a hammam as if I had been doing so all my life. I made a promise to myself that when I next went to Bath I would go to the baths. Thoroughly soaked and softened in body and mind, I eventually hauled myself out and peered into the massage room that was off to the side. A burly man in his fifties with a mane of white hair and a drooping mustache was just finishing up with a client.

“I will be free in a couple of minutes if you like,” he said, in excellent English. With a sudden amnesia obscuring the memory of my Turkish experience, I nodded and sat down to wait. It would be a cultural experience, at least, to know what an Iranian massage was like.

“Where are you from?” This would be the first of countless occasions that the question would be fired my way over the coming weeks.

“I live in America but I am from England,” I replied, unsure myself about where I really belonged now after ten years in America.

“I used to live in England,” the man said as he began to press the sides of his palms along my spine. “That is where I learned massage, in Leeds, back in the seventies, at the Physiotherapy Institute. I trained there for three years and then came back to Iran. They were the best years of my life. Do you know Leeds?”

I didn’t. Leeds is in the north and I am from the south, that distinction being as well defined in the UK as it is in the States.

“I went there in the Shah’s time,” he went on. “When I came back I had no idea we would vote the ayatollahs into power. We got rid of one tyrant and now we have many.”

I remembered the professor’s words. There were informers everywhere. Was this man fishing for a response from me? Perhaps he was in the pay of the government, an English-speaking plant who could check out the prejudices of his tourist customers. I was pained to see that, despite the reassurance I had felt on my arrival, my wariness remained just under my skin, even on a massage table. The masseur, a government plant? I mumbled some vague agreement and gave myself over to his work on my back, his confident hands and easy charm ironing my anxieties away in moments. For all I knew, people here could probably speak as freely as they can anywhere.

His image was just what you might imagine of an Iranian masseur in a hammam: the burly, self-confident presence, the big mustache, someone, surely, who had learned the trade from his father, who had learned it from his father before him. But no, he had trained in Leeds. In physiotherapy, which may not quite fit with the aura and smell and venerable tradition of the hammam, but his time in Leeds had served him well and when I eventually rose from that table, innocent of any ill-advised words, I felt like rubber, all flow and bounce.

I returned to the Laleh Hotel to find a swarm of people, nearly all men, filing through its doors. They were delegates for a conference on Rudaki. I had never heard of him, but he was apparently Iran’s first great literary genius, and more than three hundred people from all over Iran and Tajikistan were descending on the Laleh for two days to discuss his work. Known as the founder of Persian classical literature, he lived and wrote poetry between 858 and 941 in a region of the Persian Empire now in Tajikistan.

The lobby was humming with excitement over a man who was writing at approximately the same time as Beowulf was being composed in Anglo-Saxon England. In the time of Rudaki, Europe was still deep in the Dark Ages. These delegates were as animated at the prospect of discussing this man’s work as if he had died only yesterday. But in their minds, he had never died at all. I would come to see that Iranians hold time and history on a far longer wavelength than we do. Their perspective is born from a cultural identity stretching back three thousand years.
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Later that evening, I went to visit Toufan. Her husband, a demure older man with brushed-back silver hair, ushered me into their living room. Toufan was leaning back on her sofa, the quintessence of Iranian beauty, grace, and class. She could pass for a Persian Sophia Loren. Dressed in Parisian couture, in middle age and at the same time ageless, with at least one child in his twenties, she had large arched eyes, sculpted cheekbones, midnight-black hair falling to her shoulders, and the easy grace of someone who had learned over a lifetime how to say no without offense.

I followed her husband over to the sofa and shook Toufan’s hand. A faint embarrassment fringed the edge of my attraction to her. Three of her friends and her younger sister were sitting around her, and while Toufan made the introductions, her husband wandered back into the kitchen to continue making dinner.

Toufan’s world, I was to discover over an informal dinner of spaghetti and eggplant, was the privileged enclave of North Tehran, where everyone seemed to speak fluent English or French, had been educated in Europe, and was wealthy enough to leave the country anytime he or she felt like it. It was a world of affluent families, businessmen, intellectuals, and international artists, a world as passionately Iranian as anywhere else in the country, except that the Iran they inhabited behind their walled gardens might as well have been on Mars for the poor neighborhoods of South Tehran, just as life on the Upper East Side has nothing in common with the reality of the South Bronx.

It was because of a jar of marmalade that I was sitting there in her living room. A few days before I left San Francisco, a woman I had never heard of called me and said she had heard I was going to Iran.

“My name is Judy Stone,” she said. “I would like you to take a jar of my homemade marmalade to Toufan, assistant to Kiarostami. I was the film critic for the San Francisco Chronicle for thirty years, and she helped me arrange an interview with him. I have never met her, but she has always been so kind to me on the phone. My marmalade is legendary, you know. Would you come over and pick it up?”

Her quirky chutzpah had charmed me. As soon as I had sat down in her kitchen, Judy—a tiny woman with a round face and darting eyes behind large spectacles—produced two jars of marmalade, one very large and one smaller one.

“Which one can you take?” she asked.

I took the smaller one, and that was my calling card for Toufan. Judy had told me that Toufan was not only Abbas Kiarostami’s assistant, but his confidante and friend. She had been closely involved in the production of Kiarostami’s film A Taste of Cherry, which won the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival in 1997. In 2007 he received the Kurosawa Award for Lifetime Achievement in Filmmaking. He is the most public face of Iran’s creative film industry, and he has asked Toufan more than once to play a part in a film. She has always refused.

“I can only be me,” she says with just the hint of an imperial air. “I don’t want to pretend to be someone else. I couldn’t do it.”

Toufan was being herself at this very moment, a demure mistress of ceremonies leaning back on her sofa and enjoying the company that she had brought together at a moment’s notice. The living room we were sitting in was furnished with fine antiques. She had a good eye; when she wasn’t at home she ran her own upscale private antiques store. A selection of Kiarostami’s photos—he is a photographer, poet, and sculptor as well as a film director—hung on the walls alongside a few European paintings from the nineteenth century.

Toufan introduced her younger sister by saying she had recently moved back to Iran from L.A. with her two children. I was surprised and puzzled. Why would anyone swap L.A. for Tehran? The reaction was immediate, and I felt exposed for my own cultural prejudices. But her sister assured us she could not have made a better decision. She was divorced, and back in L.A. she had been working day and night to support herself and her children. She would always be exhausted, and could do little more than slump in front of the TV in the few hours left to her before bedtime. Every now and then, only half seriously, she would tell the kids that she thought they should all move to Tehran, where she would have help from her parents.

One night, while she was flipping mindlessly through the channels, her thirteen-year-old daughter said, “Let’s do it. Let’s go live in Tehran. You’re not happy here.” It was the permission she had been waiting for without knowing it. Three months later they were in Tehran. She has moved into a complete support system of family and friends. The all-American kids are even starting to like it.

“It’s true that we are there for each other in a way that is rare in the West,” Toufan said, her enormous eyes on me. “But can you imagine how suffocating that can be?”

I had never thought of it that way. I had never experienced the joys and the pains of a large family. I was seven when my brother was born, sixteen before my sister arrived, and never knew my grandparents. I had always somewhat idealized an Italian stereotype, all ready warmth, touch, caring, and soup. I’d never thought about suffocation, though when she said it, it was obvious. So obvious that I could feel the recoil.

“The family brings with it obligations,” Toufan elaborated, “one of which is that you are meant to share everything that’s going on in your life with your parents and siblings. Many Iranians actually leave the country just in order to get some privacy! Then, the first thing my brother and I do in the morning is to phone our parents. If I go away for more than a few days, they get sick. They are in their eighties and have been together for fifty-five years. And even now they tell me they wonder if they have chosen the right person!”

Toufan’s other three guests were also divorced, all of them looking for their prince. The same story all over, only the scenery different. Toufan changes the subject and tells them what I had written her in an e-mail, that I was hoping to go to Kurdistan in the coming weeks to meet a Sufi sheikh.

“Sufism is all the rage here now,” she added, with a glance in my direction. “It’s become fashionable with the upper classes, the way Kabbalah has in the West because of Madonna.”

The upper classes—you wouldn’t hear that term often now even in England. Iran, it would seem, was a highly class-conscious society. As for the Sufism she was talking about in fashionable North Tehran, I had heard it was all white robes and candles—New Age Sufism, you might call it—with little relation to the traditional form to be found in the provinces. But at least it was universalist in message and, like its traditional cousins, preached love and tolerance instead of jihad, the holy war of conversion preached by the likes of the Taliban and the conservative wing of the Islamic Republic.

Alienated from the traditional religion of their childhood by their education and their cosmopolitan outlook, the upper classes in Tehran seemed as thirsty as their counterparts in New York or London for genuine spiritual nourishment. Probably none of the people in Toufan’s living room would call themselves Muslim. More likely they would describe themselves as “spiritual, but not religious,” like many lapsed Christians or Jews in the West.

The evening was far from over when I left. Toufan’s guests were starting to discuss their own views on Tehran’s current vogue for Sufism; but I could barely keep my eyes open any longer, and seeing my plight, Toufan called for a taxi. On my way out, she suggested I drop by her antiques store the following morning—you never knew who you might bump into there, she said, waving me good-bye.

Two minutes into the ride back to the Laleh Hotel, I was uttering prayers that I might even get to see the next day. The taxi driver, a youth still in his teens, shot off down the street as soon as I had closed the door, just one finger on the wheel, shouting into his cell phone during the whole ride across town. As I would do almost every day, I both marveled and shuddered at the way Iranian drivers regularly reduced traffic lanes to irrelevance. Like everyone else, my driver would straddle two lanes, waiting for the nearest and best opening to move one car ahead in the mass of traffic. The road was one great racetrack with no rules, which accounts for the fact that a day never went by without my witnessing an accident. Iran has one of the highest per capita road casualty figures in the world. Never did a hotel entrance look so welcoming as when I fell out of that battered car and staggered through the revolving door up to my room.
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When I turned up at Toufan’s store the next day, I discovered it wasn’t so much a shop as a house furnished with items for sale, a place that also served as a salon of sorts for Tehran’s intellectuals, artists, and filmmakers. People would come in now and again to buy or look at her stock, but mostly they came by to have tea with Toufan and whoever else happened to be there. Toufan’s brother, Homayun, was there when I arrived.

Some years before, Homayun had stepped out of one life into another—almost, you could say, into a different identity. During the Revolution he moved to Vancouver, worked as an architect, had two children, and, eventually, grandchildren. But then he divorced, and at a loss and feeling defeated, he returned to Iran ten years ago. He was sitting in the same chair then that he was in now in Toufan’s salon-store, feeling then that his life had nothing left to offer him or anyone else—it was over—when Kiarostami walked in, looked at him, and said right there that he thought Homayun would be perfect for the lead role in his film A Taste of Cherry.

“You don’t have to act,” Kiarostami told him. “The film is about a man who wants to commit suicide. He has to feel exactly as you are feeling now.”

It probably helped that Homayun has a sort of hangdog expression and large, doleful eyes. Why not, he thought; and he agreed to go for a screen test. He got the role, and when the film won at Cannes, he suddenly had an agent in Hollywood and a new career as an actor. He played the protagonist’s father in The Kite Runner, and when I met him he had just spent two months in Malta shooting Agora, a historical drama set in Roman Egypt, starring Rachel Weisz and Max Minghella. The only limitations imposed on Homayun’s career by living in Iran were not to appear in anything offensive to Islam or Iran, which he wouldn’t want to do anyway.

“So I don’t appear in any kissing scenes, or anything explicit like that,” he said, smiling.

He’d had no training at all, he continued, sipping his tea and blowing the smoke from his cigarette over his shoulder, so he would only play parts he could recognize in himself. He and others, too, whom the director had plucked from nowhere owed a great debt to Kiarostami. As a director, Kiarostami rarely used professional actors in his movies. In his most recent film, Certified Copy, he cast one hundred women, and Juliette Binoche, the beautiful French star, was the only one with a recognizable face.

“She was here a couple of weeks ago,” Toufan said. “Much to the concern of the authorities. The official Mehr News Agency said the appearance of foreign actors in joint productions would result in cultural destruction, since they would turn into role models for Iranian youth.”

“As if Iranian youth doesn’t already see everything they want on satellite or DVD,” said Homayun, laughing. “The DVD is available here almost as soon as a movie is released in the West.”

Many of Iran’s successful directors, notably Majid Majidi, known in the West for his films Color of Paradise and Children of Heaven, and Mohsen Makhmalbaf, director of the cult hit Gabbeh, have left the country in order to be able to work more freely. None of their films are shown publicly in Iran. Nor are any of Kiarostami’s, but he continues to insist on living here, for the same reason that most artists give. His soul is Persian, and his subjects grow from the soil of Iran. He once said, “I feel pain when I see that my country is considered evil. So in all my films, my wish is to give a kinder and warmer image of human beings and my country.”

“Art’s only mission,” he has said elsewhere, “is to make people feel closer.”

To make people feel closer. Was that humdrum sentimentality, or was he on to something I had never thought of? Those are not likely to be the first words that come to mind when you contemplate the purpose of art. You might be more likely to think of it as a catalyst for a new way of seeing; a call to deeper feeling, to an intimation of beauty; an elevation of the soul to the best that human beings can be.

And yet isn’t all this implied in the humble intent to make people feel closer? Isn’t this a sort of shorthand for why I am in Iran myself, I thought as I climbed into the taxi Toufan had called for me. And I remembered then something I’d once heard the English writer Zadie Smith say: The true reason I read is to feel less alone, to make a connection with a consciousness other than my own.

By the time I reached my hotel, I had begun to think that with this understated little phrase Kiarostami had in fact touched the essence of art. When we recognize ourselves in a work—when we feel seen, completed in some way—it is because it includes but also transcends our personal story. It joins the personal with the universal, and so brings us closer to every other living thing. Yes, I thought, art is a transmission of feeling intelligence. It brings us closer to each other because it reveals our shared humanity. Odd that I had to come to Iran to see that.

And yet perhaps not so odd after all. Iran was historically one of the world’s great humanist cultures. Hard to believe, perhaps, in its present circumstances, but for centuries it was one of the richest environments anywhere for the pursuit of human knowledge and wisdom. That was in part why it had given birth to so many great poets, scientists, and sages down through the centuries.

Before turning out the light, I leafed through my Rumi book for a few moments. Here was a man who came from Iran some seven hundred years before our time, and yet who was now the most widely read poet in America today. Flicking through the pages, I reflected on what it was in his lines that spoke so deeply to people all over the world. I stopped at a poem I knew and loved:


Don’t be satisfied with stories, how things
have gone with others. Unfold
your own myth, without complicated explanation,
so everyone will understand the passage,
We have opened you.

Start walking toward Shams. Your legs will get heavy
and tired. Then comes a moment
of feeling the wings you’ve grown,
lifting.



Rumi’s lines evoke a yearning for something that lies buried within us: something greater, nobler than our customary selves, that goes by a thousand names and more. The names change over time, but the yearning remains the same. For all we know, Moses and Jesus and Mohammed may eventually go the way of Osiris, Zeus, and Thor. But the yearning for the transcendent will persist as long as human beings inhabit the earth. It is the heart of every religion and belongs to none. Rumi opens a door to that yearning.

Start walking toward Shams. Shams was his teacher, but the word literally means “sun,” signifying the true heart of a person’s own life. So the walking on this journey went inward as well as outward. Rumi spoke from those inner depths; his passion and desire stemmed from there.

As I turned toward sleep, Rumi’s words still floating through my mind, I could feel how easily the journalist in me can be seduced by the stories of others. Yet at the same time I knew my own myth was unfolding here, right here in this hotel room in Tehran, without knowing where it was leading or what the opening Rumi speaks of might look like.

Once, in the early 1970s, a penniless refugee from the Chinese Cultural Revolution came to my door in London. He had my address from some advertisement I had placed in the local newspaper. He didn’t know why, he said, but when he saw my name he felt a prompting from his deceased grandfather to make contact. His family had all been killed during the revolution, and the night before his escape to the West he had a dream in which his grandfather was showing him the stepping-stones that lay across the local river.

“At night you can only see one stone at a time,” his grandfather’s voice had said. “Your life will be like that. Trust it.”

Now his grandfather was speaking to me. All I knew was that I was on my way, one step at a time, following the wind, and that was enough to be grateful for.
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As I was leaving her place, Toufan had given me the number of a man she thought I should meet.

“The new wave,” she had said, enigmatically.

A few days later I was climbing the wide spiral staircase that led up from a foyer to Entr’acte, a café above a cinema. The posters outside were advertising a Bollywood blockbuster. The walls up the stairs were lined with posters of old Hollywood movies from the forties and fifties. Humphrey Bogart and Kirk Douglas gazed down at me with laconic smiles. The stairs spilled me out onto a large open area scattered with a jumble of old sofas and armchairs. At the far end was a counter with an espresso machine and a selection of snacks. Perhaps twenty people, most of them peering into their laptops, were sipping cappuccinos and swapping ideas. Some cool jazz rippled out from the sound system. I could have just stepped into some corner café in SoHo or the West Village, and I felt the balm of the familiar.

I was late for my meeting with Behzad, the person Toufan had wanted me to meet; though in just a few days I had registered that punctuality was not an Iranian priority. A man wearing a cream linen shirt glanced up from a laptop he was sharing with a couple of women, and beckoned me over. Behzad was a tall, clear-eyed man in his forties. He had a calm presence and a direct gaze. He introduced the women: Ladan Nishapour, a video artist, and Mina Nawab, a performance artist.

They had just been looking at Ladan’s exhibit in Barcelona on the laptop: photographs of Iranian women’s faces, blown up to a meter high, and installed one in each window of an empty high-rise. I bent over to look. Even on the screen it was an unsettling yet moving scene. All those women in close-up gazing down at you with eyes that carried the sadness, the perplexity and complexity, the frustration and the love of their lives in Iran. Each of them covered, some more, some less, in a hijab. None of them smiling.

Ladan was a petite, attractive woman in her late thirties. She had wanted to create a situation where passersby would be shocked into standing still for a moment and returning the gaze of the women in the photographs. The faces we passed on the street were usually anonymous to us, and she had wanted to challenge that. She had wanted the people in Barcelona to stop and feel the difference between their lives and the lives of these women—and at the same time to feel their commonality with them.

Even on the small screen I could sense the human connection with these women. One or two faces in a window might easily escape notice. Fifty looking down at you all at once demand at least a few seconds of anyone’s attention. I thought of Kiarostami’s comment about art making people feel closer.

Behzad was the founder of one of the most popular art and culture websites in Iran, staffed entirely by volunteers and written in English. It was a slightly more intellectual and leftist Slate, and the closest Iran gets to having a community site. MySpace, YouTube, and the other Western interactive sites are banned. Behzad opened the home page and showed me the contents. As well as pages on film, art, theater, and so on, I noticed one with the header Some Irrelevant Questions. At my prompting he turned to that page. Among the list of questions were these:


Why do we not have a Ministry of Art?

If Coca-Cola is bad, why is it being bottled in the city of Mashhad?

Why are text messages controlled?

Does Ahmadinejad own a satellite dish at home?

Does the wind also change the direction of his dish?



I didn’t know you were free to raise questions like these in Iran, but Behzad said there was a lot of dissent and debate in the press and other public forums about the direction the country should be taking. The only areas that were sacrosanct were the founder of the Revolution, Khomeini himself, and the notion of the Islamic Republic. Everything and everyone else, including and perhaps especially the current president, Ahmadinejad, were fair game.

Behzad earned his living as a translator, and donated his time to the website. Like Toufan’s sister, he was someone who had gone against the flow of Iranian migration. He used to live in Colorado, but had been back in Tehran for ten years or so. I could appreciate why Toufan’s sister had returned, with all the support she would have for the raising of her family; but I couldn’t grasp why someone like Behzad would want to leave the United States and willingly take on all the limitations of personal freedom that I assumed were an everyday part of life here.

He leaned back in his chair and thought for a moment. He could never equate his personal happiness with the American Dream of “making it,” he said—whatever it might be. He’d never felt at home in a consumer-capitalist culture. What he had always felt the lack of in America, and what he so appreciated here, was the extended sense of community, the way individual identity was always wrapped into the broader culture. He appreciated the more simple life, too: the relative lack of advertising billboards, and the absence of generic, “global” culture and brands. Iran was its own place, he said, with a distinct cultural footprint going back thousands of years. He was nourished by that sense of cultural lineage.

“It gives me a deep sense of belonging. And it’s passionate.” He grinned. “There’s a creative dynamism here that people elsewhere would be astonished by. Look around you. You have record producers, artists, translators, writers, musicians, all bouncing project ideas off of one another. This place is one of the hubs of Tehran’s creative world. Most of them are like artists anywhere; they are generally poor, they work different jobs in the evenings and dedicate the day to their artistic vision.”

Ladan and Mina came over, and we went out into the day in search of lunch. Walking the few blocks to the restaurant they had in mind, I noticed a couple of young women with nose bandages.

“A nose job is all the rage here,” said Mina, a large, jolly woman in her early forties. “Teenage girls, especially, want nothing more than a nose like Angelina Jolie’s, or some other star’s. I have heard that Tehran has the highest concentration of plastic surgeons in the world outside of L.A. It’s not uncommon for men to have it, either. And believe it or not, those bandages are quite commonly only for display. The wearer can get the cachet without the expense or the pain.”

A nose bandage as a badge of pride? No woman in L.A. would be seen in the street with a post-op nose bandage, and here it was in Tehran as a fashion statement.

I wondered what could be so wrong with a Persian nose that so many young people felt the need to change it. If Iran was so culturally removed from the rest of the world and Western ideas about beauty, then wouldn’t traditional Persian looks, rather than Angelina Jolie, be the height of fashion?

“Look at all the images of Western celebrities,” Ladan answered. “These are role models for young people all over the world. Iran is no exception. The young see them here every day through their satellite dishes. Or they call up the local blackmarket guy and he delivers a DVD to the door in ten minutes.”

But a nose job wasn’t just about fashion; it was also about increasing your marriage prospects. A woman’s best chance of securing a good life in Iran still lay in marrying a rich man. So the more beautiful you were by the current standards of fashion, the more chance you had in the marriage market.

“Did you know you can get anything you like here—movies, alcohol, drugs, sex, anything—delivered like a pizza?” Mina asked, shooting me a sidelong glance. “It just mustn’t be done in public. It’s impossible for the enforcers to go around and check everyone’s private life, so usually we are left alone behind our own front doors. Have you been to a party here yet? All the black disappears and out comes the Hugo Boss, the Armani, the Ralph Lauren, or knock-offs of them from the Gulf. Party drugs and casual sex are as normal here as in Manhattan. I’m not saying it’s a good thing. I’m saying it’s part of the way of life here just as it is in any Western capital.”

Except, of course, everything she was describing was publicly forbidden in Iran—which must make it more attractive than ever. Then it becomes a form of rebellion against the status quo. Nose jobs, Elvis haircuts, masseurs from Leeds, marriage markets: there were more Irans than I thought there were. I could appreciate the influence of the Western media, especially given the Internet; but I couldn’t see where the Elvis haircuts fit in. After all, they hadn’t been around for forty years.

The Elvis craze had appeared suddenly the year before, Behzad said, and no one knew why. But then Elvis was a powerful antiestablishment figure, and in that sense was timeless. These trends were not merely fashion statements. The energy behind them—creative, antiauthoritarian, a small way of insisting on freedom—was unstoppable. Half the population here was under twenty-five, after all, and there was no way things were going to stay as they were. As for the Elvis haircut, the government had even tried to ban that a few months earlier.

“Would you believe it? A law against a haircut! But as you can see, it hasn’t made much difference.”

We turned through a door and into a large garden with small trees giving shade to rows of what looked like king-size bed platforms covered with carpets. Along the edges of the pathways roses grew, and water ran in trickling channels. The platforms were occupied by groups of people having lunch. The waiter led us to an empty one and we sat in a circle while he placed water and olives and feta bread in the center. This, I was told, was the Iranian version of a traditional restaurant. Whenever possible the Iranians favored eating in a garden, and always in the presence of running water.

With the waiter laying plates of kebab and raw onions before us, Mina and Ladan told me they were about to go to Athens to take part in an international art conference. Mina, it turned out, was something of a radical performance artist. A few years before, she had distributed drinks to her audience that were laced with a small amount of the poison that the Shah’s secret police, Savak, used to finish off their opponents. Everyone, including Mina herself, had a minor stomachache for a week afterward. The point was to identify empathetically with the victims of political abuse and terror, whether of the current regime or the previous one.

New wave, Toufan had said, and she would be right. I would never have expected to meet young women artists in Iran who’d had shows in Barcelona and were off to Athens for an arts conference, because in my Western mind Iran was out of the loop, removed from the global community of ideas, stuck in a bubble of its own making. This would be true of much of the conservative political class—the Supreme Leader, Khamenei, hadn’t been out of the country for twenty years or more—but not of Iran’s young people. The people in Entr’acte represented a small but influential section of the culture that was as engaged in the world as anyone, while Iranian youth in general made full use of the Web to reach beyond their own borders. Like young people anywhere, they were more interested in their personal freedoms than in any political or religious agenda.

I asked Ladan, a single mother, what she appreciated about her life in Iran. She paused for a moment, adjusting her headscarf, a simple gray one with a blue border.

“It’s partly what we were talking about on the way here,” she said. “The paradoxes and contradictions of Tehran society are invigorating for me. Especially, of course, the radical differences between public and private life. Then, in the case of the artists I know, the lack of cultural exchange only serves to increase our desire to know, to experiment and to innovate. This is probably why Iranian contemporary art is now such a hot property at the Christie’s sales in Dubai.”

At the same time it was difficult and challenging to live in Tehran. There was the irritation of knowing that her five-year-old daughter would have to wear the hijab when she started school the following year. Gas was rationed because their refinery equipment was old, and sanctions prevented them from obtaining new parts. It wasn’t easy to earn a living, however qualified you were; most people in Tehran had to hold down two or three jobs to pay the high rents. And yet, for all that, it was an exciting life. The restrictions created an edge, a resistance that could actually serve the artistic process. Constraint forced you to think creatively.

Mina leaned forward. All this was true, she said, yet it was also a fact that too much repression could kill the creative spirit. They lived daily with the uncertainty of never knowing what would be permitted or not. The rules were arbitrary and changed regularly. Two weeks earlier a gallery had been shut down because one of the artists being exhibited knew Salman Rushdie, while another had been on Voice of America.

As we chattered on about life there and my own life in America, the waiter brought more dishes of rice laden with currants and saffron, and I could feel how conversation is encouraged to circulate more freely when you are leaning back against bolsters, your legs sprawled before you. Formality is dissolved on those big, rug-covered beds, and lunch lingers on well over the hour. Eating in a garden, perched on a bed platform with friends, the trickle of water nearby, the scent of roses in the air—I wouldn’t find this in Europe. I could sense Behzad’s meaning, when he spoke of their culture as one in which the individual feels more intrinsically part of a greater whole.

Later, on my way back to the Laleh Hotel in one of Tehran’s beat-up Paykan taxis—an Iranian version of the 1960s English Hillman Hunter model—I wondered about my own sense of belonging in the culture I now lived in. I thought back to the previous year, when I had gone to Italy for a couple of months to test out the fantasy that I might want to live in Europe again. …
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But then, two days before I was going to leave Italy, I lost my green card. It was in my wallet, which mysteriously disappeared on a train. No green card meant I couldn’t even board a plane back to the States. I had to go to the embassy in Rome and line up for a few hours for a letter that would satisfy the airline and immigration authorities. I had been given a preview of what it would feel like not to be able to return to the States.

It was then that I realized the obvious: my home was there, in the United States, and specifically in the Bay Area. My whole life was there. Not in Italy, not even in England, though the green valleys around Bath lived on inside me. No, I belonged, for better or for worse, in America now, even as I might consider myself a citizen of the world. My community there was as rich as any you might find: rich in ideas, in creative endeavors, in interests of the heart and the spirit as well as the mind (and it was not insignificant that the climate and topography were as Mediterranean as the Cote d’Azur).

As an immigrant, I had been all too aware of America’s underbelly: the blatant individualism that so often trumps the common good; the profit motive and special interests that govern attitudes and public policy on everything from health care to public transport to education. Europeans considered decent health service, good education, and liberal social services to be both civilizing and civilized public policies. The “wild west” attitude of the States was incomprehensible to most people in Europe.

And yet, sitting in that taxi in Tehran, I was aware that I was now an Anglo-American, and there was no going back. I had recently received my American passport to go along with my English one. Losing my green card had brought it home to me: America was my home now, and it needed a commitment from me, an acknowledgment of the fact that I was now American as well as English. And like everyone else—just like my new friends here in Tehran—I would need to take the good with the bad. As soon as I landed back in the States from that trip to Italy, I applied for citizenship.
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We were in a gridlock. We had been in it for ten minutes or more, with little sign of change anytime soon.

“Is heavy traffic normal for this time of day?” I asked the driver, who was leaning out of the window smoking a cigarette.

“I am sorry for the traffic,” he replied, as if he were to blame. “It is my duty to deliver you to your destination in the shortest time possible. I will do everything I can to carry out my obligation.”

I had never heard a taxi driver speak that way before. I was reminded of the first sentence of an exhibition review I had read earlier on Behzad’s website:


That an exhibit should set out to show the relationship between poetry and the visual arts is not such a surprise. What is strange is for it to claim it is something new, especially in this country, where every aspect of life is tied to a lyrical moment.



I sat back and let the journey take as long as it took. The driver’s elegant courtesy was, I supposed, an expression of taarof, the Iranian etiquette and formal, high-flown manner of speaking that Iranians often use to initiate a conversation or to greet a stranger. Was it an expression of genuine sentiment, or rather a formulaic response to a difficult situation? Possibly both, and probably the latter, but as an Englishman, I knew the way formal manners could oil the wheels of a sticky situation and could serve a purpose larger than mere accommodation or flattery.

Taarof, I would come to realize, was the perfect metaphor for the layers of truth and falsehood in Iran. It was a formal structure of speech and gesture that aspired in its essence to be a medium for the deepest values of human discourse and respect. And because we do not always, or even often, live at that lofty level, taarof often runs counter to our true intentions, which can be more self-serving than we like to acknowledge. As a result, oil is often mixed with water in taarof, and the foreigner, especially, is never sure where he stands. Nothing is explicit or direct. Everything is shifting innuendo, nothing ever defined or clear. Times are changing, though; I was told that members of the younger generation in Tehran are consigning taarof to history. They are adopting the direct and often brusque vernacular that is the common style of speech in the West.

And yet that is a quality I appreciate in my adopted home, I realized, sitting in the yellowing dust of that late-afternoon traffic. For all the subtleties of this ancient culture, and indeed of my own birthplace, I was grateful for the direct, if at times clumsy, way in which Americans tell the truth as they see it. At the same time, it was not common in America to happen upon a lyrical moment, as the Web writer put it. In Tehran, it can happen even in a taxi in gridlock.
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I want to go to Shiraz, and I want to go soon. The whir and excitement of a capital city rarely holds me for more than a few days. But Toufan had told me there was a woman I should be sure to meet before leaving Tehran. She was often away, but Toufan knew she was in town at the moment and said she would arrange a meeting for me. The woman’s name was Mania Akbari.

“You will see what I mean,” Toufan had said on the phone.

So, following her instructions, I was sitting now in a café by the window waiting for Khosrow. Khosrow was going to drive me to the apartment of his friend Mania Akbari, artist, photographer, filmmaker, lead actress in Kiarostami’s film Ten. Outside, a couple of North Tehrani women with Dolce and Gabbana sunglasses perched on stylish headscarves were engaged in a heated conversation. There were very few cafés in Tehran like the one I was in now. Illy Italian coffee containers were stacked on the counter, next to a smart espresso machine. But when I took a sip of my cappuccino, I realized it was not cappuccino. “Is this Nescafé?” I asked. “Whipped Nescafé, yes.” “Is the espresso machine broken?” “No.” “Can I have a cappuccino made with espresso?” “Yes. But it will be extra.”

The walls were covered in fine-looking wood, the floor in Italianate tiling. A small roomful of young men and women from wealthy families were whiling away their time here in the middle of the day. The women were wearing large, glitzy rings, their faces were caked with makeup, one of them was impossibly beautiful, and all of them had the requisite large eyes and sensuous mouth thickly applied with lipstick. Every one of them seemed utterly dedicated to being a material girl. Or as Mina and Ladan had suggested, perhaps this was their way—the only way open to them—of expressing a form of revolt against a repressive society. Rebellious material girls.

Khosrow walked in, and though we had never met before, we recognized each other immediately, which wasn’t really surprising since we were both thirty years older than any of the other customers. He led me out to his car and I saw that the usual battered Paykan was not Khosrow’s style. He opened the door of a shiny Toyota SUV, and soon his English accent was filtering through the fray of the traffic. A suave, handsome man, bristling with energy, he was a graduate of Trinity College Dublin, where his best friend had been the musician Chris de Burgh. They were still close now, some thirty years later, and Khosrow had recently tried to help de Burgh stage a concert in Tehran. His music was enormously popular in Iran, but the Ministry of Guidance was worried about having large crowds of men and women together in the same place, so they wouldn’t grant the necessary permits.

Khosrow was in the oil business, and a successful art collector, which is how he knew Mania Akbari. Something of a party man, an international socialite (as distinct to socialist), I fancied. Dubai, French Riviera, that sort of thing. Hardly my world, but I warmed to him immediately. After winding through the narrow streets of North Tehran for half an hour, we were ushered into Akbari’s apartment by her assistant. The place itself seemed to have been put together rather like a work of art, all salvaged wood and stone. Two large sofas faced each other across a glass table; a large television screen hung on a wall.

Mania Akbari was thirty-six years old and one of the rising stars in the Tehran art firmament. She came out now from behind a door, a small, vital woman moving quickly in cavalier boots, a pageboy jacket, and a blue scarf around her head. Mania had had breast cancer a year or two earlier, and one of her films, 10+4, a sequel to Kiarostami’s Ten, is a searingly honest portrait of her ordeal.

Over the next hour I was to hear some of the most furious, violent, and poignant descriptions I have ever heard of one artist’s struggles and joys with her muse. And I heard what it feels like to be Mania Akbari living in Iran. The words and images poured out of her as though someone had switched on a current—except that for Akbari this voltage seemed normal. When I asked her a general question about art, it was like popping a cork out of a bottle.

Art was a huge devil, she said: dark, sexy, alluring. That devil had grabbed hold of her hand as soon as she was born. From that moment on, her fate was sealed. The Ugly Duckling, her father would call her, not because she was ugly, but because she was so different from the other children. And still now, when she was alone, this being called Art, this man-devil, would always be there with her. She and Art were like Jonah and the whale. It was so all-consuming it had swallowed up the whole of her life. Its presence was so vast she couldn’t allow anything else into her world, and that was painful. Art would attack her, seize her, rape her. Art was her violent lover who took her by storm. They would make love, she would get pregnant, and give birth. When she finally cut the cord, she would feel relaxed. Like a baby. And when she had given birth to it, she would feel grateful and happy. She would bathe for hours in exhausted bliss.

Often as she talked, the great devil Art would shift shape and become the great devil Iran. She belonged to Iran, she said; Iran was her husband. That was why she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. Iran was her abusive husband and she had twenty-two children by him—all her art—and she could not leave her husband because of them. Every time she got off a plane in Tehran from abroad she would shout, “You ugly brute of a husband! Husband that I love!”

“When you are in Tehran and you belong here,” she said, looking across at me with her strong gaze, “it gives you everything. At the same time it takes things away from you, too. It’s an ongoing exchange. It takes away comforts. It compromises your security. But then that energizes you again, because it prompts you to find your own security in your creations. In art. Both Iran and cancer challenge my ideas of who I think I am. Cancer has given me more courage to survive, like a soldier in battle. I get injured in the battle with cancer, and I get injured by living in Iran.”

I asked how she was injured by living in Iran. Because she belonged here, she said, whether she wanted to belong or not; and living here was a struggle. Iran was her husband, she repeated, her abusive husband, and she had to stay with him. She couldn’t be an artist without living in Tehran. She couldn’t even be a true individual. She didn’t choose to be born Iranian, but she was, and she had to embrace the difficult conditions that this brought with it. Anyway, she added, the idea of living in a foreign culture had always scared her.

That surprised me. I couldn’t imagine Mania Akbari being frightened anywhere. Her work was well known in Europe, and I assumed she would have a ready community if she ever chose to live there. Maybe she was more vulnerable than she appeared.

“I like to think my work is appreciated abroad because when art comes from deep within, it is universal and is appreciated everywhere,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I am universal in my personal life, that I can live anywhere. No, I need Iran.”

Then she added something extraordinary. What she meant by universal, she said, had something to do with holes in the head. She talked about people literally having holes in their minds, and creativity coming from there. It was an amazing image, one I had never thought of before. And it made sense somehow: a personal microcosm of the great black holes from which pours the whole of creation, creativity coming from a source beyond our conscious control or awareness. Yet the conscious mind plays a role in any creative process, too, I thought. Creativity doesn’t just pour out of a black hole straight onto a canvas. Technique, too, plays a role. I asked if she had any notion of what she was saying in a work of art as she was saying it.

She replied that if she knew too much, she wouldn’t say it. She had to both know and not know. She never knew how it was going to turn out. Art was like life, she said. It seemed to come out of nowhere, and then she just couldn’t help herself. It was like a rage. But however it came, Art was completely alive for her, a beautiful being, just like a gorgeous man who could jump and fly with wings and swim. A gorgeous man who could overwhelm her.

I could almost feel her daemon in the room by her side. Some being with wings of light and a dark streak in his heart. For some reason I thought of death then, and asked her if it had ever been a spur in her work.

“Always. I have been near to death and spoken to him a lot. I love death, but I love life, too, and I have no time for death right now. This is why I chose to take the chemotherapy instead of choosing death.”

She has no time because she is working on several projects at once. An exhibition of her photographs, titled The Many Faces of Eve, had just ended in London. Now she was writing a new movie script and she has another ongoing photographic project. And yet she has no particular love of either film or photography, she says. They are tools that she needs to say what she has to say. Which led me to ask her about painting, but no, she had no love for that, either. Painting was not her tool. She realized at an early age that her paintings did not give her the answers she wanted from her work. For her, painting was like drinking wine out of a cup instead of a glass.

I thought of Andre Agassi, the tennis star who always hated the game, and yet could only keep playing, driven on by the specter of his father’s ambitions for him. I couldn’t help wondering if some similar drive, perhaps unknown to her, was fueling Mania’s ferocious tussle with art.

I asked her if she was aware of anything missing in her life. She didn’t miss a beat.

“The thing I really miss in my life is any understanding of motherhood and of being a wife. I’m sad about that. By the age of thirty-four I had separated from three men and produced a seventeen-year-old son who doesn’t live with me. This is part of what I meant when I said that Art has swallowed me and my life.”

She was so raw, so immediate, this woman; and for all the force, the visceral power she carried, I realized now that she wore her vulnerability like an open wound. Mania’s passion was urgent and tangible and didn’t let up. It was the big wave that as a listener you just had to ride; I took the ride and it took me. It moved me to think; but more than that, it moved me to feel. It touched me. Her living, raging, tender humanity touched me; so much pain and joy in her one wild and precious life. Like all of us—except that she was giving voice to it with a wild exuberance that few others could bear the passage of.

I got up from our encounter filled with thoughts and feelings about intensity; the different kinds of intensity, and which kind I was aware of in my own life and work. These lines in a poem by Jane Hirshfield came to mind:


I want to give myself
Utterly
As this maple
That burned and burned
For three days without stinting
And then in two more
Dropped off every leaf …



I have always loved this poem, “Lake and Maple.” I love the ease with which the maple gives itself over to burning—to its leaves reddening deeper and deeper—and the simplicity with which it lets those same leaves fall. Surely most of us have longed to feel so engaged, so entirely given over to life, that every last drop of us is fully used up. Yet the maple points to a different—not better or worse, but certainly different—kind of intensity from the one Mania knows in her life.

Mania, it seemed to me, was in a long tradition of larger-than-life artists whose gargantuan energy and creative forces cut a swath through time. Van Gogh, Jackson Pollock, Dylan Thomas, Ezra Pound, Anne Sexton, Jimi Hendrix—the list is endless. Their gifts to us all are priceless. Yet because of people like these, creativity is often considered synonymous with an obsessive energy that as often as not seems to end in either burnout or an early death.

I left Mania’s apartment wondering whether it was really necessary to burn like a fuse in order to be given utterly to life. Was I missing something, or did you have to be on fire in that urgent way in order to live fully? In her poem, Hirshfield wants to give herself in the way the maple does, which is to say effortlessly, without struggle or torment. The intensity of her desire is for union, not specifically with this or that project or work of art, though it may include that, but with all life. It is the abandon of open arms, itself a form of intensity, though one with a different frequency from the fury of the passionate artist.

Hirshfield’s is a long, passionate, poem-length cry of life to Life. And I knew how much of the time my own life had fallen short of that quiet intensity. I had spent many of my allotted days just bumbling along. (I don’t imagine Mania Akbari has ever bumbled in her life.) There had been frequent periods when I had had no idea what I was meant to be doing or why I was here. I had spent an embarrassing number of hours wondering if I was living in the right place, with the right person, or feeling the emptiness that no food can fill.

But surely this—the ambivalence, the emptiness, the uncertainty—was all part of it. Part of life, that is. My life. Along with all the delight and the love of this or that person or beautiful creation of either man or nature, along with all the joys of the senses, all the curiosity about the world and what it meant to be human, I longed for this kind of intensity, so gracefully depicted in Hirshfield’s maple; the willingness to feel it all, to say Yes! to all of it, in whatever shape or form it came.

This was how I wanted to live the life I had left: with my feeling intelligence, my arms wide open. Iran was certain to offer me experiences I had not encountered before; experiences not just in terms of what happens, but of what is felt in the marrow as a consequence. Iran would surprise me, I always knew that. It had already done so in just a few days in Tehran. There would be times when I would forget what I was feeling now. But as I went on my way to Shiraz the next day, I wanted to take this quiet kind of passion with me. After all, Shiraz was the city of Hafez, who lived all his life drunk on a wine of this vintage.
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