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Introduction

The contemporary era, particularly since the Constitutional Revolution, has witnessed
significant shifts in Persian poetry due to the political and social conditions of the time,
as well as the increased exposure of poets and writers to Western literature. These
factors compelled contemporary poets to move away from conventional symbols
toward private and personal symbols, innovating in both language and poetic
perspective to create a deeper impact on their audience. Since symbolism in poetry is
influenced by the poet's worldview, symbols often remain ambiguous, carrying
multiple, cryptic meanings that resist definitive interpretation. In symbolic poetry, the
audience can derive varied interpretations based on their own emotional and intellectual
states.

As defined by Pournamdarian (1996), "A symbol is something from the known world,
perceivable and experienceable through the senses, which points to something from the
unknown or intangible world, or to a concept beyond its direct and conventional
meaning, provided that this reference is not based on convention and the concept is not
considered its sole definitive meaning. Thus, a symbol can be seen as a visible sign of
an invisible reality"” (p. 22).

Generally, a symbol is a literary or artistic representation of a quality or state mediated
through a sign (e.g., an owl symbolizing wisdom). In a specific sense, it is a visual
interpretation of an abstract subject by transforming its dynamic characteristics into
distinctive forms, colors, and movements (Pakbaz, 2011, p. 604). Mirsadeghi (1998)
describes a symbol as "something that gives its meaning and also stands for or suggests
something else” (p. 274). A symbol consists of two parts: the hidden, connotative
meaning, and the visible, apparent form. In other words, "a symbol is something that
represents something else or points to something else due to association, connection,
convention, or coincidence—especially a visible sign for something invisible, such as
a concept or a ritual™ (Pournamdarian, 1989, p. 5).

Carl Gustav Jung, the renowned psychologist and founder of analytical psychology,
defines a symbol as follows: "What we call a symbol is a term, a name, or an image
that, in addition to its conventional and obvious everyday meaning, carries additional
connotations. A symbol implies something vague, unknown, or hidden from us. A word
or an image becomes symbolic when it represents something beyond its immediate and
obvious meaning™ (Jung, 2012, p. 16).

Poetry is an art form in which imagery is a central and powerful element. Symbolism,
as an interpretation of art, is rooted in symbols. Symbols are present in all cultural
functions of humanity, including religion, poetry, art, mythology, philosophical
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analogies, science, and more (Avis, 1999, p. 104). A symbol is a term, name, or even
an image that is familiar in daily life but, beyond its conventional meaning, carries a
special connotation that points to something obscure, unknown, or hidden (Jung, 1978,
p. 3).

Symbolism is one of the significant currents in Nimaic poetry, with contemporary poets
and artists each contributing to this poetic movement. Examining the symbolism in
Nimaic poetry reveals that the poet's worldview and the thematic foundation of their
work play a central role in interpreting symbols. Each poet, in accordance with their
interests, thoughts, and values, creates a tone and atmosphere that shapes the semantic
weight of symbols (Jung, 1998, p. 29). Nima Yooshij, the founder and true
representative of this poetic movement, initiated this trend with his poem "The
Phoenix," the first such experiment in contemporary poetry. Following Nima, poets
such as Shamlu, Akhavan, Forough, Kesraei, Shahroudi, Atashi, Azad, Khoei, Shafi'i
Kadkani, and Sohrab Sepehri contributed to this movement (Shamisa, 2001, p. 27).

One of the primary reasons for Nima's inclination toward symbolism lies in his
familiarity with the French language and the rise of French Symbolism. Nima drew
inspiration from this movement, particularly in terms of form and technique, rather than
content (Hamidian, 2004, p. 148). He derived the themes and content of his poetry from
the cultural and socio-political conditions of his time, presenting them in a symbolic
framework that was both captivating and enduring.

Sohrab Sepehri's symbolic expression differs somewhat from that of Nima, Shamlu, and
Akhavan. While he followed Nima in breaking traditional poetic meters and rhymes,
his mental and thematic approach diverged significantly. Sepehri's poetry is often
abstract, philosophical, and lyrical. Influenced by Islamic mysticism, Indian culture,
and ancient Chinese philosophy, he opened new horizons, rendering his poetry
distinctly surreal (Shamisa, 2003, p. 5). Sepehri's work is less social and more abstract,
philosophical, and lyrical. His detachment from specific political movements aligns him
more closely with the Symbolists, who rejected committed art and instead depicted the
surreal world of their minds.

One of the principles of symbolism is ambiguity, which is abundantly present in
Sepehri's poetry. Many of the keywords in his poems carry symbolic meanings, and
without considering these symbolic connotations, his poetry remains incomprehensible.
Symbols such as the apple, dove, lotus, and rose are particularly prominent in his work,
suggesting that Sepehri paid special attention to these four symbols (Sharifian, 2011, p.
15).
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Symbolism, or the Symbolist movement, emerged as a counter to positivism, standing
tall as a poetic and artistic approach (Kazazi, 1997, p. 257). In this movement, the poet
strives to penetrate beyond the world of perceptions, reaching toward the Platonic ideal
of a perfect, supernatural world that humans yearn to access (Chadwick, 1996, p. 14).
Scholars have conducted various studies on symbolism, some of which are highlighted
below:

Sharifian (2011), in his research on symbolism in Sohrab Sepehri's poetry, noted that
symbolism is one of the literary devices characterized by ambiguity, indirectness, and
lack of explicitness. The symbols in Sepehri's poetry are deeply rooted in his mystical,
philosophical, and social beliefs. Influenced by diverse cultures, including Islamic Iran,
ancient India, China, and Christianity, Sepehri's poetry reflects an inner effervescence
and personal spiritual journey.

Lotfi et al. (2012), in their study on the symbolism of animals in contemporary Persian
poetry, focusing on the works of Nima Yooshij, Sohrab Sepehri, Mehdi Akhavan-Sales,
Manouchehr Atashi, and Mohammad Reza Shafiei Kadkani, concluded that a
comparison of these poets' works reveals the influence of their thoughts on the creation
of symbolic imagery. While there are commonalities in their use of symbols, differences
in their perspectives and ideas distinguish their poetry, giving each a unique identity.

Moaref et al. (2011), in their research titled Symbol and Its Origins in the Poetry of
Nima Yooshij, identified nature and its various manifestations as the primary source of
Nima's symbols. These include elements of time, space, the four classical elements,
birds, animals, forests, and trees. Human symbols in Nima's poetry often relate to local
characters from his region, with no significant presence of national or epic figures like
Rostam, Esfandiar, or Afrasiab, nor Islamic figures such as the Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) or Imam Ali (AS).

Samadpour and Basiri (2016), in their comparative study of nature symbolism in the
poetry of Sohrab Sepehri and Ghada al-Samman, found that Sepehri's approach to
natural symbols is more mystical and philosophical, while al-Samman's is more
romantic, political, and social.

Omid Ali (2016), in his analysis of symbolism in Nimaic poetry (focusing on the works
of five poets), categorized symbols into three types: micro-symbols, macro-symbols,
and organic symbols. Organic symbols, unique to Nimaic poetry, are structurally
integrated, requiring an examination of the poem's overall structure to decipher their
meaning. Among the poets studied, Nima's works exhibit the highest frequency of
organic symbols. Since the meanings of symbols cannot be defined outright, they must
be interpreted within the context and structure of the poem.
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Alizadeh and Baghinejad (2010), in their article Intuition, Symbol, and the Poetry of
Sohrab Sepehri, described Sepehri as a unique modernist poet who blended his
worldview, thoughts, and poetry with mystical thinking, making his artistic existence
deeply dependent on it. Sepehri's unconventional language and symbolism, rooted in an
intuitive perspective, allowed his poetry to defy habitual meanings, images, and
language, offering readers new ways of seeing and thinking.

Given that the use of symbols depends on the poet's emotions, motivations, beliefs, and
concerns—reflected in their poetry—it is essential to examine the frequency and
context of their symbolic language to understand their artistic and intellectual world
better. This approach reveals the poet's preoccupations and the cultural background of
their symbols, bringing us closer to their mindset. Therefore, to comprehend a poet's
thoughts and how they address their chosen themes, a detailed analysis of their symbolic
language is necessary.

Considering the above and the fact that previous researchers have not thoroughly
examined symbolism in the poetry of Nima and Sohrab Sepehri, this study aims to
address the overarching question: How is symbolism employed in the poetry of Nima
and Sohrab Sepehri? The research method is descriptive-analytical-comparative,
focusing on the symbolic use of natural elements and animals in their works.

Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal that Nima Y ooshij regarded symbolism as a key artistic
element, believing that humans are more drawn to artistic works or poems that contain
an ambiguous, mysterious world open to multiple interpretations. In his use of
symbolism, Nima's choice of words and their application are closely tied to his
environment and beliefs. His poetry frequently references forests, birds, mountains, and
seas, highlighting the significant role of nature and his surroundings in his works. By
employing natural elements and phenomena, Nima seeks to give tangible form to the
intangible concepts in his mind, making them perceptible and understandable. In his
poems, natural phenomena such as the movement of the sea, the roar of water, the glow
of moonlight, the fall of rain, the silence of valleys, and the songs of birds seem to share
secrets with him. He intertwines these elements with the circumstances of his time,
reflecting his deep connection and empathy with nature—a defining characteristic of
his poetry. For Nima, every natural phenomenon can serve as a subject for symbolism,
which is why he never strays far from natural symbols. Forests, trees, flowers, and
plants all find their place as recurring themes in his poetry.
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Sohrab Sepehri, a contemporary poet and painter, carved out a unique poetic style for
himself. Like his contemporaries, his poetry is vibrant, but his expression is soft, simple,
and intimate, devoid of complexity. His words are easy yet captivating, drawing the
reader in. Sepehri's use of nature is evident throughout his poetry, conveyed in simple,
uncomplicated language. Some symbols, such as "water," "light,” "apple,” "lotus,” and
"poppy,” play prominent and key roles in his poetry, becoming recurring motifs or
leitmotifs. Among the common themes in Sepehri's poetry, flowers, water, and light
stand out as the most significant. Sohrab Sepehri is a unique modernist poet who
intertwined his thoughts and poetry with mystical ideas, creating a distinct style that
sets him apart from others. His symbolism is deeply rooted in his inner spiritual journey
and his interpretations of the external world. In other words, his use of symbols serves
as a window to the unknown.

In summary, while both Nima and Sepehri employ symbolism extensively, their
approaches differ. Nima's symbolism is deeply connected to nature and the tangible
world, reflecting his environment and beliefs, whereas Sepehri's symbolism is more
introspective and mystical, opening a gateway to the unseen and the metaphysical. Both
poets, through their unique use of symbols, have enriched contemporary Persian poetry,
offering readers profound and multifaceted experiences.
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