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Trauma, Translation, and Memory in Yasmin Crowther’s The
Saffron Kitchen and Nahid Rachlin’s Persian Girls

Abstract

The aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks led to a dramatic increase
in memoir writing in Iranian diasporic literature. In response to the
events that followed the attacks, a group of female writers began
working on memoir and fiction in an effort to give voice to the
voiceless and lay the foundation for the shared global dissemination of
untold stories. It was during this time that Yasmin Crowther’s The
Saffron Kitchen and Nahid Rachlin’s Persian Girls were written. With
their main focus on past traumatic events, both narratives emphasize
the conflicts women have faced under male-dominated systems and
societies in Iran, thereby criticizing such systems and providing
accurate life accounts based on their authors’ lived experiences. The
works in question were examined through the lens of trauma and
memory theories in order to determine the functions and significance
of the traumas in their narrative. Additionally, Rebecca L. Walkowitz’s
concept of born translated texts was used to examine the readership and
publication processes of Rachlin’s memoir and Crowther’s novel. To
address issues of translation, trauma, and memory, a close textual
analysis of the two said works was provided. The research
findings showed that Rachlin and Crowther depict traumatic past
events in order to reflect serious women’s issues in Iran and use
storytelling and narrative as a form of therapy while also raising
awareness. To this end, they decide that their books should be
translated from the inception in order to capture the interest and appeal
of a larger international audience.

Keywords: Persian Girls, The Saffron Kitchen, Nahid Rachlin,
Yasmin Crowther, Born Translated, Trauma, Memory, Translation,
Iranian Diaspora
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Chapter One:
Introduction

1.1. General Overview

There has been scores of publications of Iranian diasporic literature
recently, especially in light of the events that followed the 9/11 terrorist
attacks in 2001. Iranian and/or Iranian-American female authors have
held a preeminent position in this regard, writing from a female
perspective, considering women’s and gender issues, and making
contributions to the literature. Additionally, the popularity of memoir
writing has increased over the past ten years, giving women writers in
particular a platform to express their opposition to long-standing
injustices that have exacerbated their positions due to male-dominated
and oppressive systems. Rachlin’s Persian Girls (2006) and
Crowther’s The Saffron Kitchen (2007) were both written in the said
milieu.

The idea of translation becomes more significant when viewed in
the context of diaspora. Cultural translation and the idea of born
translated texts, as explained by Rebecca L. Walkowitz, are given
higher priority when examining diasporic texts than linguistic
translation. The idea of translation and how to communicate with
readers who speak different languages is a serious issue when
considering the global and international readership, so avoiding
misunderstanding becomes crucial. According to Walkowitz, novels
that are “born translated” are created specifically with the intention of
being translated because they are originally written and published with
a global audience in mind. They redefine the conventional ideas about
authors, readers, and interactions among them. Persian Girls and The
Saffron Kitchen can be examined through the lens of ideas and theories
Walkowitz sets forth in her Born Translated: The Contemporary Novel
in an Age of World Literature (2015).

Concentrating on past experiences, this study investigates the
memories of the characters in the selected novels to further analyze
their traumas and memories. Nahid Rachlin, an Iranian-American



novelist, and one the authors who has perhaps received the most
American publishing, was born in Abadan, Iran. She immigrated to the
United States and began her writing career. She published her first
novel, Foreigner, in 1978, after writing several short stories. Ever
since, she has managed to write six novels and short story collections.
In 2006, Rachlin published Persian Girls: A Memoir. The memoir
recounts Nahid’s story and how she is detached from her family to be
brought up by her childless aunt. She is raised by her aunt Maryam
from the time she is an infant, and when she is 9 years old, her father
abducts her and takes her back to her biological family, where she
forms a close bond with her sister Pari. She grows up in two different
environments, and as a result, she experiences different destinies. The
memoir also focuses on Pari’s life. Pari is forced by her father to marry
her wealthy suiter, but Nahid travels to America to further her studies.
After learning of Pari’s death, which is shrouded in mystery, Nahid
returns to Iran to learn the truth about what really happened, what her
past was like, and what her future might hold.

Born to an Iranian mother and a British father, Yasmin Crowther
grew up in England and studied at Oxford University. Her debut novel,
The Saffron Kitchen, was released in 2007. The novel is about mothers,
daughters, exile, and finding one’s roots. The plot revolves around
Maryam’s life accounts and the tragic life events of her pregnant
daughter, Sara. As Saeed, the son of Maryam’s late sister, moves in
with her and her British husband Edward, she is plagued by memories
of the past. Maryam abandons her life in London to return to Mazareh,
a remote village in Iran where she grew up and was disowned by her
father. Following Sara’s miscarriage and Saeed’s aborted suicide
attempt, Maryam decides to travel to Iran.

1.2. Statement of the Problem

This study aims to explore the memories in Yasmin Crowther’s
The Saffron Kitchen (2007) and Nahid Rachlin’s Persian Girls: A
Memoir (2006) in order to identify the traumas and memories they
contain, the roles and functions that these traumas and memories serve,
and the significance of translation in the said works. Further analysis
of the memories is conducted in order to reveal how the authors employ
them to reflect on the characters’ traumas, critique critical subjects, and
criticize the systems that these traumas are rooted in. Due to their
diasporic backgrounds, Persian Girls and The Saffron Kitchen both
contain pivotal elements that are based on memories and traumas. As a



result, this study focuses on memories to clarify how they relate to
diasporic novels and what functions traumas and previous experiences
have in determining the fates, courses of action, and perceptions of the
characters.

This thesis adds to the diasporic literature by taking a stance that
sheds light on two important narratives and delves deeply into the
cultural issues and injustices that the two aforementioned authors
portray. Furthermore, traumatic events leave vivid traces in the
memory; as a result, the various theories used in this study can offer a
stable framework within which the two novels can be examined, and a
small contribution, albeit slight, can be made to the study of the
Iranian diaspora. This can advance the study of the Iranian diaspora
and provide a stimulating context for the expression of previously
unheard authors, stories, and fictions.

1.3. Theoretical Framework

Memory theories propose that meanings inferred from individual
sentences in a text or prose are incorporated into a more comprehensive
semantic whole. Individuals’ prior knowledge and contexts are
demonstrated by such meanings. Under such circumstances, people
have new experiences with regard to things they have previously
learned or remembered. The new information is semantically related to
previous experiences. This suggests that individuals’ prior knowledge
systems about various subjects are integrated with new information,
creating an irrevocable synthesis of the two types of knowledge. When
individuals try to recall their past knowledge and memories, they make
decisions based on the available knowledge, which is supplemented by
new information. The following chapters expand on how memories can
be used to recall past experiences, reflect on them, and aid in the
healing process following trauma.

The term “diaspora” refers to the movement of people away from
their homeland. With regard to literature, it refers to works written by
authors who live outside their home countries. Furthermore, exile and
diaspora literature should be distinguished. Exile is a term used to
describe forced migration and the subsequent desire of the exiled to
return to their place of origin or homeland. Diaspora, on the other hand,
connotes a more neutral or even optimistic outlook. The novels selected
for this research represent the Iranian diaspora in this regard. They were
written by the Iranians living far away from their homeland, haunted
by the memories of Iran.
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