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Imprisoned in Iran’s notorious Evin Prison 
under Ayatollah Khomeini’s rule directly following 
the 1979 revolution, Joseph Koukou survived his 
four years of imprisonment by translating and 
reciting to his cellmates the words of the Tanakh, 
the Hebrew Scriptures.
Born in Basra, Iraq, in 1924, Joseph Koukou and 
his family immigrated to Iran before the great 
escape of the mass of Iraqi Jews in the 1950s to 
start a new life after a history of 2,500 years in the 
land of Babylon. Proud of both his heritage and his 
newly adopted home of Iran he built a factory and 
raised his family, affording his children an English 
education at an American international school. 
Joseph Koukou’s story ends with the fl ight from his 
captives brought about because of his youngest 
daughter, Sandra, then only twenty-four who stood 
bravely in front of the judicial court’s top cleric under 
a blue sky, pleading with every fi bre of her body to 
have her father released unharmed when almost 
all who entered those prison walls never left alive.
This book was written word for word by Joseph, 
although he did not survive long enough to see 
its completion. Sandra took it upon herself to fulfi l 
her father’s dream to completing this book. The 
fi ght against the clock to get his fi nal thoughts on 
the content before he died provided the basis for 
Sandra’s research and editing that went into the 
fi nal draft.
The book is Joseph Koukou’s interpretation of 
the Hebrew Bible and its relevance to our times. 
Through an unmistakeable love of his fellow human 
beings and what he referred to as “The Book,” the 
author connects the dots between his Jewish 
roots and those of other faiths, seeking to inspire 
an appreciation of humankind’s commonality and 
diversity alike.

Cover   |   Oil on canvas by Sandra Koukou
 Inspired by Michele Molinari’s photograph

“Morning Light on Moses’ Mountain…”
[www.Art.com]

Author Photograph by Henry Dallal

JOSEPH HESKEL KOUKOU was born in 1924 
in Basra, Iraq. At ten his family moved to Isfahan, 
Iran, where he learned Persian poetry and the art of 
calligraphy. Throughout his entire life, he would recite 
Persian poetry, an art form considered amongst the 
richest the world has seen.
Joseph Koukou married Evelyn David in Teheran 
and had three daughters and a son. An active 
member of Teheran’s Iraqi Jewish community, he 
supervised fi nancial aid for students to the Ettefagh 
School, which, along with an adjacent synagogue, 
was built by his father, Heskel Abraham Koukou, 
a man widely known for his dedication to the Iraqi 
Jewish Diaspora living in Iran. He had a successful 
manufacturing business in the auto parts field 
which was confi scated during Iran’s 1979 revolution 
when he became a “guest” of Ayatollah Khomeini’s 
revolutionary guard in Iran’s notorious Evin Prison.
Faith was integral to Koukou during his time in Evin. 
While there he narrowly escaped execution at the 
hands of the Islamic Revolutionary Court, which had 
confi scated his factory in 1980 and seized the family 
assets all in the name of Allah. With the abrupt loss of 
a world he had striven to make and with the constant 
threat of death hanging over him, it was only his faith 
in God that sustained him and kept him alive. Upon his 
escape from Iran in 1986, Joseph made Great Neck, 
New York his home until he passed away in 2012.
The Hebrew letters ‘kaf’ and ‘vav’ form the family 
name, Koukou. Formerly Ghazal, the new name was 
decided upon by the author’s grandfather, a textile 
merchant in Baghdad. The total numeric value of those 
letters adds up to twenty-six, which is identical to the 
numeric value attributed to the Hebrew word for God. 
Was the choice of name based on this understanding? 
Was this understanding Joseph Koukou’s inheritance, 
a gift of faith that sustained his life?

Joseph Koukou (1924-2012)

Joseph Heskel Koukou | Born in Basra, Joseph Heskel Koukou was ten years old when his family 
settled in Iran. As a businessman, his life was intertwined with that of his Jewish community and 
the rapport of friendship he held with all groups, independently of their religion, of their culture 
and their ethnic affi liation. | When Khomeini took power and established the Islamic regime, he 
was imprisoned as a Jew and passed over four years behind bars. He reread and meditated 
upon the Tanakh, the Jewish Bible. In his autobiographical work, he recounts his incarceration 
and describes the life of the Jews under the regime of the mullahs. The book is also a precious 
document on the history of the Jews and that of the Middle East. Joseph Heskel Koukou transmits 
profound refl ections on his reading of the Book and on his life experience. | A magnifi cent work. 
Naïm Kattan, Adieu Babylone: Mémoires d’un juif de Bagdad | (transl. Farewell to Babylon: Coming 
of Age in Jewish Baghdad) | Knight of the Order of Canada | Knight of the Order of Quebec |  
Arts and Letters of France | Knight of the Legion of Honour
Like the Biblical Joseph, Joseph Koukou emerged from the darkness of an unjust imprisonment 
to offer precious guiding light. An inspiring and remarkable work of devotion, the moving 
stories, testimonies and wise commentaries enlighten the mind while touching the heart. 
Schachar Orenstein, Rabbi | Spanish & Portuguese Synagogue of Montreal
“THE BOOK: A Humble Quest Into The Hebrew Scriptures” by Joseph Heskel Koukou is unique 
in the uplifting nature, intellectual appeal, and profound insight; and will live on in the hearts of the 
reader… Richard R. Blake, September 2015 (Book Review: Complete text inside back cover)
Nothing seemed to predestine businessman Joseph Koukou to be immersed in the study of the 
biblical Scriptures. Unjustly imprisoned for close to fi ve years in the impregnable Iranian prison of 
Evin from which one rarely comes out alive, he discovers inside him this faith that moves mountains, 
which allows him to study and decode the Jewish Bible. It is the spiritual food he shares with other 
prisoners, seeing in their midst a light in the corridor of their despair. Such a gift of compassion 
is only given to a man inhabited by an exceptional spirituality, to a point of destabilizing judges 
and executioners solely by his countenance, his serene voice, and his composure in the darkest 
moments under the menace of imminent execution. Joseph Koukou, Orpheus charming the guardian 
dog of Hades? A steadfast heart and soul that simply embraced his faith in the fate of Humankind.  
| The book’s third chapter runs a chill down the spine: we plunge into the deaf terror of the politico-
religious apparatus of the Iranian regime, one through which Sandra—the prisoner’s daughter—
weaves in and out of, fearlessly, armed solely with the determination and love of a 23-year-old girl for 
her father. Raphaël Levy, L’Homme qui voulait changer le monde 

From a spiritual point of view, all that time spent discussing the Bible with Mr. Koukou helped 
in some way to have saved my soul. It was very effective... if there was an opportunity to help 
someone, Mr. Koukou would always be the fi rst to do so…. My memories of Mr. Koukou 
are enough to fi ll a book. I will forever remember his bravery, loyalty, understanding and 
general knowledge…. Dear Mr. Koukou, I will forever respect you and never forget you. 
Firouz Farokhzad, Photographer | Tribute from a Cellmate | New York, January 2014




