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Abstract

Love has long held a unique and indispensable place in the cultural and intellectual
life of Iranians, standing as one of the most fundamental and multifaceted concepts
in Persian literary history. Yet the representation of love in Persian literary tradition
has never been static or timeless. On the contrary, it has continually been shaped and
reshaped by the historical, social, and philosophical undercurrents of each era,
giving rise to new literary configurations over time. What makes these
transformations particularly significant is their gradual, process-driven nature.
Adopting an analytical approach informed by the theories of Bakhtin and
Saussure—and emphasizing the procedural nature of literary evolution—this study
investigates the initial signs of transformation in Persian love poetry during the
modern era, beginning with the Qajar period. By examining the early encounters
with Western thought, it reveals how these intellectual interactions shaped
contemporary love poetry and gradually culminated in the works of Ahmad Shamlu.
The findings of this study indicate that Shamlu was not the initiator of this
transformation but rather its continuation and culmination. Drawing on the

intellectual and literary heritage of his predecessors, Shamlu crafted a form of love
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poetry that meaningfully departed—both in content and expression—from classical
traditions as well as the works of his contemporaries. In doing so, he established a

defining and influential model for contemporary Persian love poetry.

Keywords: Contemporary Persian Poetry, Transformation In contemporary Persian
Love Poetry, Love Poetry in Qajar Era, Love in Contemporary Iran, Ahmad
Shamlu's Love Poetry.

Introduction

Contemporary Persian love poetry is often told as a simple story: reform in the
Constitutional era, Nima’s break with old forms, and then the rise of the
Contemporary lyric in the Pahlavi period. That story helps but it can hide a more
complex change. In contemporary love poetry, what shifts is not only the topic, and
not only an influence taken from elsewhere. What changes, over time, is the whole
structure of love: who the beloved is (including the beloved’s gender), how the
lovers relate to each other, and what the poetic “I”’ can realistically say and claim in
a lyric poem. This article follows that longer process. It treats innovation as
something that forms gradually, slowly, unevenly, and through conflict, rather than
as a single artistic breakthrough. It also argues that Ahmad Shamlu is a key turning
point in this process: not the sole starting point, but a major figure who helps
organize and shape it.

The study starts with a simple historical idea: love has always been central in
Persian poetry, but in every era, it gets reshaped by that era’s social life, ideas, and
cultural rules.

In the Qajar period, Iran’s contact with the West, through travel writing,
reformist criticism, and changing expectations around gender and social interaction,
began to unsettle older ways of talking about love. Poets and writers paid more
attention to a concrete, worldly beloved, and the older model of one-sided love
(often built around an idealized male beloved) slowly began to lose its dominance.

These new tendencies did not immediately replace classical patterns. Instead,
they entered literature as rival voices: debates, disagreements, and responses to each
other. The result is a lively, unstable scene where the old “center” is challenged from
many sides at once.

Based on this view, the Pahlavi period is treated not as one unified contemporary
discourse, but as a time when many different voices speak at once, often in tension

with each other. Social and cultural shifts such as urbanization, the easing of some
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gender taboos, new forms of mass media like magazines including Zan-i Rz, and
the growing normality of interaction between men and women did not produce a
single new model of love. Instead, they created a literary and cultural space full of
competing answers to a deeper problem: a contemporary crisis in what love means
and how it can be understood. In this multi voiced setting, Ahmad Shamlu’s love
poetry becomes the best place to see how ideas that were first scattered across
different writings can be chosen, emphasized, and brought together into a more
stable contemporary way of speaking about love.

The article follows three main questions. First, what early signs of change
appeared in Qajar love discourse, and how did they differ from older models.
Second, what kinds of love discourses emerged from the diversity of the Pahlavi
period, and how did that diversity make Shamlu’s distinct role possible. Third,
through what themes and expressive strategies did Shamlu push contemporary love
poetry to a more mature stage, while shaping his voice through an ongoing dialogue
with both earlier poets and his own contemporaries. Most importantly, innovation is
not treated as only a change in poetic form, such as moving from classical meters to
free verse. Instead, innovation is understood as a rebuilding of meaning through
difference and dialogue. A discourse forms its identity by drawing lines between
itself and other options that are available, and by offering a historically specific
response to earlier voices and earlier ways of speaking. These two directions,
dialogue with the past and difference from alternatives, provide the central

conceptual framework of the article.

Materials and methods

Because this study focuses on how a discourse takes shape over time, its method
goes beyond a purely descriptive literary history. It aims to do two things at once: to
trace the key transformations and to explain the inner logic behind moments of
break, transition, and reorientation.

To do that, the article builds its approach at the meeting point of two major
theoretical traditions. The first is Bakhtinian dialogism, including ideas such as
polyphony and carnival, and the tension between centripetal forces that push toward
unity and authority, and centrifugal forces that multiply voices and pull meaning
outward. The second is Saussure structural semiotics, especially the view that
meaning and identity are produced through relations of difference, rather than being

naturally contained within signs themselves.
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Discussion and Results

1. Qajar Era: The Eraly Shifts

The Qajar encounter with Moden Western introduces a new logic of comparison that
unsettles the classical discourse of love. Travel narratives and reformist critical
writings do not simply report Europe. They also, often implicitly, judge the inherited
Persian repertoire of love by placing it beside new forms of sociability, new degrees
of gender visibility, and the everyday presence of women as public subjects. In
Mirza Abutaleb Khan’s depiction of Lady Palm, the strategy resembles lyrical
praise, but with an important twist. Sacred and exalted attributes are still invoked,
yet they are firmly attached to a real, visible woman. That insistence pulls the
beloved out of purely symbolic distance and brings love closer to ordinary life and
embodied experience. It also makes even canonical mythical beloveds such as Layli
and Shirin feel less effective as reference points within a newly emerging horizon of
desire and companionship.

At the same time, other Qajar period interventions carry out a different kind of
de idealization. In Iraj Mirza’s poems, the beloved can overturn the classical
hierarchy by appearing as someone capable of cruelty and emotional pressure. This
portrayal suggests that contemporary love cannot be assumed to be life giving or
morally improving.

What these different moves share is not only a shift of theme, but a shift of
discourse. Love is moved out of a mainly abstract and symbolic space and placed
within a space of social relations between men and women, relations that can be
negotiated and contested. In this new framing, the beloved becomes more
individualized and more worldly, and is increasingly judged through emerging
standards of attractiveness and evaluation.

At the same time, other Qajar period interventions carry out a different kind of
de idealization. In Iraj Mirza’s poems, the beloved can overturn the classical
hierarchy by appearing as someone capable of cruelty and emotional pressure. This
portrayal suggests that contemporary love cannot be assumed to be life giving or
morally improving.

What these different moves share is not only a shift of theme, but a shift of
discourse. Love is moved out of a mainly abstract and symbolic space and placed
within a space of social relations between men and women, relations that can be

negotiated and contested. In this new framing, the beloved becomes more
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individualized and more worldly, and is increasingly judged through emerging
standards of attractiveness and evaluation.

2. Pahlavi era: The Polyphony of Love

In the Pahlavi decades, the earlier Qajar disturbances deepen because social change
becomes broader and faster. Urbanization expands, some gender taboos weaken,
interaction between women and men becomes more common and less tightly
regulated, and new norms are amplified through state support and popular media,
including magazines such as Zan-i Riiz. Together, these shifts create a wider demand
for love poetry that can express new emotional expectations, new ways of relating,
and new images of companionship.

The article’s key claim, however, is that this demand does not lead to a single
Pahlavi discourse of love. Instead, the literary field turns into a space of struggle,
where several competing answers try to respond to a contemporary crisis in love’s
meaning. In some texts, the constitutional era emphasis on collective commitments
continues, with patriotic love and social struggle treated as serious, while romantic
love is dismissed as trivial or a distraction. Other voices treat love mainly as a
temporary bodily release. Others, in contrast, renew romantic idealization, but in
more contemporary idioms. Still others test psychological, existential, or socially
coded ways of speaking about love.

In Bakhtinian terms, this is a polyphonic period. There is no single authoritative
center. Multiple voices exist in active tension, each trying to define what counts as
legitimate love, legitimate desire, and legitimate lyric speech.

This structure matters for understanding why Shamlu later appears distinctive.
Polyphony is not simply noise in the background. It is the condition that makes acts
of selection and emphasis possible and meaningful. Within a field full of competing
definitions of love, Shamlu’s love poetry becomes readable as a historically situated
response. It takes shape by confronting the limits of several available options and by
rebuilding love as a durable source of meaning at a moment when older

metaphysical certainties have lost much of their force.

3. Shamlu as Consolidation: Three Decisive Reconfigurations
The article argues that Shamlu’s mature contemporary discourse of love takes shape
through three key reconfigurations. Each one involves both what the poems say and

how they say it, so the shift is thematic and formal at the same time.
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Shamlu, like Aqa Khan Kermani, openly rejects the classical homoerotic pattern
in Persian literary tradition and defines new love by drawing a clear line of
difference from inherited models. This difference is shown not only through general
statements, but also through concrete choices inside the texts. He dedicates poems
and collections to a female figure, for example the dedication of Ahang'ha-yi
Faramiish’shude, and he repeatedly names a woman as the beloved across poems and
collections, including “Gol-Kii,” “Roksana,” and the Aida cycles such as Ayda:
Dirakht o Khanjar o Khatireh! and Ayda dar Ayene. In this framework, the beloved
is not a symbolic stand in. She appears as a specific, named, and gendered person
within the world of the poem.

Innovation becomes most visible in Shamlu’s strong commitment to
concreteness. In Ayda dar Ayene, the beloved is built through detailed bodily
description, including lips, cheeks, eyes, hands, breasts, and veins, so that Aida
appears as a fully singular presence, not a reusable beloved type. Even small details,
such as the mention of two oblique grooves on her cheeks, work as signals that the
poem claims a direct match between its language and lived perception.

Within this framework, the image of the mirror becomes a central sign of
Shamlu’s poetics. The mirror points to direct reflection and immediate encounter. It
suggests a refusal of ornamental distortion and a deliberate commitment to what can
be seen and experienced as real.

The most important shift is relational. In Shamlu, love is shaped around
reciprocity, including trust, shared domestic life, mutual self-disclosure, and an ethic
of equality, even when the lyric voice moves toward moments of unity. In Chahar
Suriid bard-yi Ayda intimacy is expressed through acts of mutual entrustment, such
as giving the key of the home, sharing bread of joys, and resting on the beloved’s
knee. The beloved is not a distant tyrant or an unreachable ideal. She appears as a
partner within a shared life world, and the relationship grows through expanding
mutual knowledge, to the point where nothing remains unsaid between them.

This reciprocity also changes the imagery. The beloved’s hands are described as
a spring that flows toward the lover, and kisses become talkative sparrows in a
garden. These images carry a sense of life, growth, and respect, and they stand in
contrast to older conventions where the beloved’s touch is often linked to harm, such

as killing, wounding, or humiliation.
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In poems such as Man o Ti and Man o Ti, Dirakht va Barian the lyric “I” and
“you” form a shared whole, described as “one mouth” and “one pair of eyes.” Even
the metaphors stress mutual dependence rather than control.

Finally, the article shows that Shamlu’s innovation in love discourse cannot be
separated from his poetic technique. Two choices are especially important. First, he
breaks away from classical formal constraints through she 7-i sipid, in the more
stable, established form it takes in his own practice. Second, he consistently avoids
the classical allusive system, especially talmih to archetypal love stories such as
Shirin and Farhad, or Layli and Majnun.

The point is not that allusion is aesthetically weaker. The claim is that, in love
poetry, allusion can become a trap. It pulls new lovers back into fixed archetypes
and presets their roles, their behavior, and even their fate. By refusing talmih,
Shamlu and Aida can appear as independent lovers who require a language of their
own. For the same reason, inherited metaphor patterns are also weakened, and the
poem becomes driven toward fresher imagery.

Taken together, these findings support the article’s broader claim: Shamlu’s
achievement is best understood as the consolidation of a possibility that had already
been historically prepared. The Qajar period sets the process in motion by making
worldly relationality more thinkable and by turning the female beloved into a
credible horizon for love. The Pahlavi period then intensifies social change and, as a
result, multiplies competing discourses of love rather than producing a single
dominant model. Shamlu works from within this plurality. By selecting and
emphasizing reciprocity, concreteness, the feminine beloved, and a renewed poetic
language, he helps bring these scattered forces into a more stable contemporary
discourse of love, one that responds to tradition while also defining itself against the

alternative positions available in his own time.

Conclusion

This article rethinks the innovation of contemporary Persian love poetry as a
historical process that develops over time, not as a set of separate stylistic breaks.
Using Bakhtinian dialogism alongside Saussure’s idea of difference, it argues that
contemporary love discourse is formed through conflict among voices and through
acts of boundary making that reshape meaning inside the existing sign system.

The conclusion has three parts. First, the Qajar encounter with the West opens

visible tensions in older models of love by moving the beloved closer to worldly
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presence, individual specificity, and the possibility of mutual relation. Second, the
Pahlavi decades deepen these tensions into a genuinely multi voiced field of
competing responses to a contemporary crisis in love’s meaning, a space similar to
an extended carnival in which no single voice can easily claim full authority. Third,
Shamlu holds a decisive role in this history. Through a coordinated set of thematic
and poetic choices, including the explicit naming and feminization of the beloved, a
strong insistence on embodied concreteness, the construction of a reciprocal bond,
and the refusal of inherited allusive routes, he brings contemporary Persian love
discourse into a more mature and expanded form.

In this light, Shamlu is neither simply an initiator nor merely an inheritor. His
love poetry reads best as a historically grounded, dialogic response that gathers
earlier and contemporaneous tensions and reorganizes them into a more stable
configuration, one able to present a horizontal, mutual, and recognizably human love

through a language that values freshness, directness, and lived experience.
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