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After reading only a few pages of Wedding Song I was reminded why a memoirist does not have to be a celebrity in order to demand a reader's attention. 

Poor, Jewish and female, Farideh Goldin recalls her life growing up in the provincial Iranian town of Shiraz in the 1960s. The simple ingredients of her life are more than enough to write an engaging tale. 

The strength of Wedding Song, however, is not only in the autobiographical plot, but in the skillful way Goldin weaves the story and its topics together: blood lines, the older generation, the battle for education, the Jewish ghetto, and the final crunch of marriage are all explored in the context of place and time. 

The eldest daughter in a poor but well-respected Iranian Jewish family, Goldin mostly focuses on her teenage years and on the intense emotional battle she finally faces to break free of her family and society's strict social traditions. Her story begins in 1968 at the age of 15. Goldin recalls in storyteller's fashion the day her father burned all of her books. It was at that point, she says, that she realized she must get out of Iran or share the same fate as all the other women around her. Accepting an arranged marriage and a limited education was a fate she did not intend for herself. 

Many of Goldin's earliest memories focus on her mother who was married at 13, but was never accepted into her extended family. Goldin's grandmother, who went by the name of Khanom-bozorg or "great lady," regarded her daughter-in-law as a peasant and never allowed her to freely express herself. 

As Goldin shares further insights into her mother's miserable existence, the reader can easily sympathize with and understand why she eventually rejects her culture and history. 

Goldin's memories, however, of Khanom-bozorg also shed light on some of the secrets of the older Iranian generation, making it difficult to concede that such a rich tradition should just be thrown away. 

It is the vividly described ritual and spiritual events that add the most to this memoir. One of the most fascinating stories is of the mikve and the pre-wedding ceremony enacted to determine the virginity of the bride-to-be. Goldin's prose is clear, intense - practically tangible. 

Another magical moment centers on Goldin's recollections of the "leech-lady," who was fetched to save Khanom-bozorg's life with her blood-sucking leeches. Such stories of witch doctors and magic, mixed with old wives' tales and Iranian folklore, make Wedding Song feel almost a world apart. 

OF COURSE, such stories only constitute the sub-plot, included to give color to a story that at its crux explores a gaping rift between the older and younger generations of Iranians. It is also about a community heading for extinction in the face of growing anti-Semitism and Islamic fundamentalism. 

Goldin's explanation of the Iranian Revolution in 1979 illuminates a motivating force in her life. 

She writes: "When Americans asked me why the Iranian people accepted such a radically different government, I told them that if one person in each family had felt as I did, that would have been enough reason for the older generation to revolt against the government for separating them from their children by offering Western education. If half of Western-educated men and women had felt as I did that would have been enough for them to reject the West, which alienated them from their culture, weakened their roots and drastically altered their identity." 

Of course, this is not the first time an author has explored the battle between the younger and the older generation over tradition and culture. And it is certainly no surprise to learn of the difficulties growing up Jewish in Iran, or the plight of abused women, discriminated against by both Jewish and non-Jewish men. 

But Goldin tells her story with such rare passion that her final escape from her father, family and Iran brings Wedding Song to a genuinely dramatic climax. 

Goldin winds down by offering an analysis of the now scattered Iranian Jewish community. She shares her resolve to come to terms with her difficult and suppressed upbringing and seems finally willing to admit that while leaving her past and her culture behind seemed right at one time, personal history should not be so rashly discarded. 

The writer is the arts and entertainment editor at The Jerusalem Post. 
This article can also be read at http://www.jpost.com/servlet/Satellite?pagename=JPost/JPArticle/ShowFull&cid=1089257367616&p=1006953079969


