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THE ENDURING
POWER OF A
GRAPHIC MEMOIR:
EXPLORING
MARJANE
SATRAPI'S
PERSEPOLIS | AND
I

In the vast landscape
of autobiographical
storytelling, few works
have managed to
bridge the gap
between the deeply
personal and the
broadly political with
as much grace and raw
honesty as Marjane
Satrapi's Persepolis.
Originally published as

two separate volumes
in France—Persepolis:
The Story of a
Childhood (often
referred to as
Persepolis I) and
Persepolis: The Story of
a Return (Persepolis
I1)—the combined work
stands as a
monumental

achievement in graphic
literature. It is not
merely a memoir; it is
a testament to
resilience, a window
into a misunderstood
culture, and a coming-
of-age story set against
the backdrop of the
Iranian Revolution and
the subsequent war
with Iraq. This article
delves into the


https://everybodystreet.com/

comprehensive
narrative of Marjane
Satrapi Persepolis |
I, exploring its
themes, artistic
choices, and lasting
impact on readers
worldwide. By
examining both
volumes, we uncover
how Satrapi transforms
her personal history
into a universal story of
identity, loss, and
hope.

Who is
Marjane
Satrapi?
The
Author
Behind

the Ink

To fully appreciate the
power of Persepolis |
and Il, one must first
understand the woman
who created them.
Marjane Satrapi was
born in 1969 in Rasht,
Iran, and grew up in
Tehran. Her family was
progressive, educated,
and politically
active—her parents
were outspoken leftists
who opposed the
shah's dictatorship and
later the oppressive
regime of the Islamic
Republic. Satrapi's
childhood was marked
by the seismic shifts of
the 1979 Iranian
Revolution and the
devastating lIran-Iraq
War. These
experiences, along
with her eventual exile
to Europe, form the
backbone of both
volumes.
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Satrapi studied graphic
arts in Tehran before
moving to Vienna for
high school and later to
France for university.
She began drawing
comics as a form of
self-expression and as
a way to communicate
her experiences to

Western audiences
who knew little about
Iran beyond

sensational headlines.
Her decision to render
her story in stark
black-and-white panels
was deliberate: it
stripped away
distraction, forced
readers to focus on
emotion and narrative,
and echoed the moral
dualities she grappled
with throughout her
life. Today, Satrapi is
not only an acclaimed
graphic novelist but
also a film director,
having co-directed the
animated adaptation of
Persepolis, which

earned an Academy
Award nomination.

An
Overview
of
Persepol
s |: The
Story of a
Childhood

Persepolis l,
published in 2000,
chronicles Satrapi's

early years, from the
end of the shah's reign
through the early years
of the Islamic Republic,
roughly 1978 to 1984.
The narrative begins
with a wide-eyed
young Marjane, called
Marji, who is deeply
influenced by  her



parents' political
activism, her rebellious
uncle Anoosh, and the
stories of Karl Marx
and Che Guevara that
fill her household. The
Iran she describes is a
vibrant, modernizing
country on the brink of
revolution—a far cry
from the monolithic
image often presented
in Western media.

The revolution itself is
depicted not as a
single event but as a
chaotic process. Marji
witnesses street
protests, the fall of the
shah, and the
subsequent power
grabs by
fundamentalists. Her
world shrinks from one
of relative freedom to
one of rigid control:
women must wear the
veil, Western music is
banned, and the secret
police are ever-
present. The volume
reaches its emotional

climax with the arrest
and execution of her
beloved uncle Anoosh,
whose death forever
shatters Marji's
innocence. Fearing for
her safety and future,
her parents make the
heartbreaking decision
to send her to Vienna
alone at age fourteen.
The volume ends with
Marji's departure from
Iran, a moment of
profound loss and
uncertainty.

An
Overview
of

Persepol
s Il: The
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Story of a
Return

If Persepolis I is about
losing a country,
Persepolis I,
published in 2004, is
about losing oneself.
The second volume
covers Marji's
tumultuous teenage
years in Vienna, her
descent into poverty
and despair, and her
eventual return to Iran.
In Austria, Marji faces a
different kind of war:
cultural alienation,
loneliness, and the
struggle to reconcile
her lIranian identity
with European
expectations. She
bounces between
various apartments,
friends, and
relationships, trying to
fit in while battling
depression and self-
destructive tendencies.

Her attempts to shed
her "Otherness" often
result in betrayal and
heartbreak.

At seventeen, Marji hits
rock bottom. She
becomes homeless and
dangerously ill, forced
to sleep on park
benches and seek help
from strangers.
Realizing she cannot
survive in exile, she
returns to Tehran in
1988, only to find a
country that has
become even more
restrictive and
traumatized by war.
The second half of
Persepolis Il details
her re-adaptation:
attending art school,
entering into a loveless
marriage, and
ultimately deciding to
leave Iran
permanently. The
volume closes with her
departure to Paris, a
bittersweet conclusion
that acknowledges the



impossibility of truly
going home.

Key
Themes
ACross
Both
Volumes

THE CLASH
BETWEEN PERSONAL
FREEDOM AND
PuBLIC OPPRESSION

Central to Marjane
Satrapi Persepolis |
Il is the tension
between individual
autonomy and state-
enforced conformity. In
the first volume, the
revolution begins as a
promise of freedom
from tyranny, but
quickly transforms into
a new, more insidious

form of control. Mariji's
family, who once
hosted protest
meetings, now must
hide alcohol, play punk
music in secret, and
whisper criticisms
behind closed doors. In
the second volume,
this theme takes on an
existential dimension:
Marji's struggle to
define herself in Vienna
becomes a fight
against the internalized
shame of her heritage.
She oscillates between
embracing Iranian
culture and rejecting
it—a classic immigrant
dilemma made more
acute by her traumatic
past.

Loss OF INNOCENCE
AND THE PRICE OF
EXILE

Both volumes are
fundamentally about
loss. In Persepolis I,
the primary loss is
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innocence—first the
loss of political naivety,
then the loss of
childhood itself. Marji's
transition from a naive,
rebellious girl to a
traumatized adolescent
is heartbreakingly
drawn. In Persepolis
I, the loss becomes
geographical and
emotional: the loss of
home, of parents, of
language, and of a
coherent sense of self.
Exile is portrayed not
as an adventure but as
a slow erasure. Satrapi
shows that leaving
one's country is not a
clean break; it is a
wound that continues
to bleed.

THE ROLE OF
WOMEN IN
REVOLUTIONARY
IRAN

A persistent thread
throughout both books
is the changing status

of women. Satrapi
dedicates many panels
to the imposition of the
veil, the moral police,
and the hypocrisy of a
regime that claims to
honor women while
treating them as
second-class citizens.
Yet she also highlights
the resilience of Iranian
women—her mother,
her grandmother, her
female teachers—who
resist in small but
significant ways:
putting on makeup in
alleyways, dyeing hair,
wearing loose veils. In
Persepolis IlI, Marji's
own experiences with
men—her abusive
boyfriends, her brief
marriage—reflect the
complicated legacy of
a society that
simultaneously

sexualizes and
represses women.



Artistic
Style

Narratiy

Techn
e

One of the most
striking features of
Persepolis | and Il is
Satrapi's black-and-
white illustration style.
The drawings are
deceptively simple:
thick lines, large eyes,
minimal backgrounds.
This approach, inspired
by classical Persian
miniatures and the
European bande
dessinée tradition,
serves several
purposes. First, it
makes the book
accessible to a broad
audience—readers who
might be intimidated

by densely illustrated
comics can follow the
narrative easily.

aﬂdd the stark

contrasts mirror the
black-and-white

ing that
«haracterizes both
| ssive regimes

and adolescent
perspectives. As Marji
matures, her drawings
become more nuanced,
incorporating gray
tones and cross-
hatching, suggesting a
more complex
worldview.

The narrative structure
of Persepolis | Il is
also noteworthy.
Satrapi does not follow
strict chronology; she
jumps between pivotal
moments, using
flashbacks and flash-
forwards to emphasize
emotional continuity. In

Persepolis I, she
frequently interrupts
the action with

digressions about her
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heroes—Marx, Che
Guevara, the early
Islamic
philosophers—which
serve both as comedy
and as intellectual
history. In Persepolis
I, the pacing shifts to
match Marji's
depressive episodes:
scenes are
fragmented, dialogue
sparse, and time
seems to stretch and
contract. This stylistic
evolution from volume
one to volume two
mirrors the evolution of
the author herself.

Historical
Context:

Iran Then
and Now

To fully grasp the
importance of Marjane
Satrapi Persepolis |

I, one must
understand the
historical events that
frame it. The 1979
Iranian Revolution
overthrew the U.S.-
backed shah but led to
a theocratic regime
that suppressed
dissent, instituted strict
morality laws, and
launched a brutal war
with Iraq that cost
hundreds of thousands
of lives. For many
Iranians, especially the
educated middle class,
the revolution was a
betrayal of its own
ideals. Satrapi captures
this disillusionment
vividly: the joy of the
revolution's first days
quickly turns to fear as
former allies are
executed or forced into
exile.

More than three
decades later, Iran
remains a complex
nation caught between
tradition and



modernity. Persepolis
I and Il have been
credited with
humanizing Iranians for
Western readers. The
books have been
translated into dozens
of languages and are
taught in schools and
universities worldwide.
However, they have
also been
controversial: in Iran,
the film adaptation was
banned, and the books
are considered
subversive. Satrapi has
stated that her goal
was never to make a
political statement but
to tell the truth about
her childhood. And yet,
the very act of telling
that truth in such a
public way is inherently
political.

Comparin

10

g the Two
Volumes:
A Single
Arc

While each volume can
be read independently,
they are best
understood as a single
arc—hence the
common reference to
Marjane Satrapi
Persepolis I Il as a
unified work. Volume
one ends with Marji
leaving Iran; volume
two begins with her life
in Vienna. The first
book is claustrophobic,
confined to Tehran,
and driven by external
events; the second
book is expansive,
journeying through
Europe and beyond,
but driven by internal
turmoil. The first
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volume is largely about
ideology; the second is
about psychology.
Together, they form a
complete

bildungsroman: the
story of a girl who
loses everything—her
country, her family, her
sense of certainty—and

gradually rebuilds
herself from the
rubble.

The books also differ in
tone. Persepolis | has
more humor, more
moments of childlike
absurdity, such as
Marji's imaginary
conversations with God
and Karl Marx.
Persepolis 1l is
darker, more
introspective, and at
times bleak. Yet
neither volume wallows
in despair; Satrapi's
indomitable spirit
shines through even in
her lowest moments.
The final panels show
her leaving Iran for a

11

second time, but this
time she is older,
wiser, and ready to
face the world on her
own terms.

Legacy
and
Influence

The impact of
Persepolis extends far
beyond the world of
graphic novels. It is
widely considered one
of the greatest
memoirs of the 21st
century. Its success
helped launch a wave
of autobiographical
comics from non-
Western voices—works
like Riad Sattouf's The
Arab of the Future,
Gene Luen Yang's
American Born
Chinese, and Kate
Evans's Threads owe a
debt to Satrapi's



pioneering fusion of
the personal and
political.

In 2007, Satrapi co-
directed an animated
film adaptation of both
volumes, which
premiered at the
Cannes Film Festival
and was nominated for
the Academy Award for
Best Animated Feature.
The film, in black-and-
white with occasional
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faithful to the books. It
introduced Persepolis
I and Il to an even
wider audience,
sparking debates about
censorship, cultural
representation, and the
power of animation as
a medium for serious
storytelling.

The books have not
been without critics.
Some have accused
Satrapi of catering to

color experiments, Western stereotypes

stayed remarkably about Iran, or of being
too critical of
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