New Literary Studies.

Vol 59, No. 1, Spring 2026

] LITERARY STUDIES q'

I

Vo, v by, . - .
Q/Cﬁ;ﬁ&l; . - v \ SIS

DOI: htps: /dof org/ 10.22067)/j1s2025.90888 1656 s ]
Online ISSN: 2783-252X | Print ISSN: 3060-8171 ’&n'
=],

“Mirror within the Mirror of Meaning” Exploring the Semantic
Evolution of the Word “Mirror” from Classical to Contemporary Persian
Poetry (with a focus on the Poetry of Forough Farrokhzad and Ahmad

Shamlou)
Reihaneh Vaez Shahrestani?,
Mohammad Jafar Yahaghi?

Abstract

The term "mirror"” is among the high-frequency words in Persian poetry that has
undergone diverse semantic transformations across different periods. This article
aims to adopt an analytical-descriptive approach to trace the evolution of this term
from classical to contemporary poetry and to address the following question: Does
the word "mirror" convey new meaning(s) within the context of contemporary
poetry, particularly in the works of Forough Farrokhzad and Ahmad Shamlou? If
so, what are the reasons behind these conceptual transformations in contemporary
poetry?

To this end, the study first examines the dominant intellectual frameworks or
epistemological paradigms of these poets, as these paradigms provide the
overarching intellectual foundations that facilitate such semantic transformations.
Subsequently, drawing upon the theory of conceptual metaphors, the metaphors in
which the term "mirror" has undergone semantic changes will be analyzed to
determine which meaning appears most frequently in each poet’s work.

The findings of this study indicate that "mirror," in the poetry of both poets,
symbolizes "human.” However, Forough's "conscious human” is fundamentally
distinct from Shamlou's "evolved human," reflecting the distinct intellectual
paradigms of these two poets.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The transformation of language is a natural phenomenon, for language is inherently
flexible and constantly reshaped in response to human social needs. Language, as a
whole, and vocabulary, as its smaller units, are alive; like life itself, they change and
undergo significant transformations. Even the language we use in our everyday
conversations evolves throughout our lifetime. In fact, human language is a
continually developing instrument that shifts over time through the semantic
associations of words. For example, the word “apple” primarily denoted a fruit, yet
today it also evokes the global technology corporation Apple Inc. This illustrates the
reality that language is contextual and shaped by the socio-cultural transformations
of its community. Consequently, semantic evolutions in words inevitably emerge in
the works of writers, poets, and playwrights—those who are the “children of their
own age.” The personal experiences of poets and writers, deeply embedded within
their social and cultural contexts, often lead to the metamorphosis and even the
creation of new meanings for words. Just as spoken language constantly changes,
the language of poetry—whose artistic medium is the word—undergoes
transformation, though at a deeper level. The first reason lies in the dual function of
words in poetry: “In poetry, words operate both as signifiers of meaning and as
auditory forms that convey emotions and moods through their very sound”
(Khanlari, 1988: 158, 164). Secondly, while spoken and written prose serve
primarily as tools for social communication, the language of poetry bears a more
profound responsibility, for “poetry is art, and the aim of art is not to satisfy primary
and immediate needs, but to address higher and secondary human necessities” (ibid:
64). With the gradual shift of Persian poetry from classical to modern forms,
alongside transformations in imagery, content, and atmosphere, significant lexical
changes also occurred. Some words, through the novel meanings bestowed upon
them by poets, created unprecedented poetic spaces that were rarely seen in classical
poetry. One such word is “mirror,” which constitutes the focus of this study. The
mirror is a recurring motif in Persian poetry, and poets across centuries have
highlighted different aspects of its symbolism according to their unique visions and
worldviews.

Methodology

Throughout the history of Persian poetry, the word “mirror” has undergone semantic
evolution that reflect new conceptualizations by poets, often referred to as
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“secondary meanings.” This article, using a descriptive-analytical approach,
explores the trajectory of semantic evolutions in the word “mirror.” The study
addresses the following questions:

1. Has the word “mirror” come to represent new meanings within contemporary
Persian poetry, particularly in the works of Nima, Forough, and Shamlou?

2. If so, what socio-cultural and intellectual factors underlie these semantic evolutions?
To this end, selected lines of poetry by Shamlou and Forough in which the word
“mirror” undergoes semantic evolutions have been examined. Among various
possible interpretations of each poem, one has been chosen as the basis for analysis.
Subsequently, the dominant intellectual paradigms of these poets have been
investigated, since such paradigms provide the epistemic frameworks that condition
semantic evolutions (here, “paradigm” refers to conceptual models, patterns, or sets
of beliefs that guide scientific and intellectual inquiry). Finally, through the lens of
conceptual metaphor theory, the word “mirror” is analyzed in the poetry of Forough
and Shamlou. Within this framework, “mirror” is treated as a target-domain concept,
while the source-domain concepts with which it is metaphorically mapped are
identified. The resulting data are organized into tables containing the metaphors and
their mappings. By examining and comparing these conceptual metaphors, the study
highlights the poets’ differing perspectives on the notion of the mirror.

Discussion and Conclusion

Due to the extensiveness of the tables derived from this study, they are not presented
here. However, the findings indicate that in contemporary Persian poetry, owing to
the rapid pace of political and social change as well as the heightened consciousness
of modern individuals, semantic evolution often varies even from one poet to
another. The modern human reinterprets universal existential concerns through new
experiences shaped by their lived reality and socio-historical conditions. In the works
of Forough and Shamlou, the mirror functions as a metaphor for the human being.
Yet, the human figure in their poetry differs fundamentally in epistemological
orientation. In Shamlou’s poetry, the mirror embodies the human as a social,
revolutionary, and freedom-seeking figure, interpreted through a humanist and
Marxist lens. In contrast, Forough employs the mirror to reflect existentialist
concerns, viewing it as a counterpart of her conscious self. For her, freedom arises
from awareness of life’s burdens, the search for meaning, and liberation from the
decay of millennia-old traditions. Thus, freedom for Forough implies individual
liberty, not the collective emancipation of the masses emphasized by Shamlou.
Although in both poets’ works the mirror corresponds to the human, Forough’s
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“conscious human” differs significantly from Shamlou’s socially “evolved human”.
Moreover, a comparison of the metaphors reveals that Shamlou uses a greater
number of innovative mirror-related metaphors than Forough. Nevertheless, the
metaphor “the human is a mirror” is the most frequent in both poets’ works. Notably,
the metaphor “I am the mirror” appears more often in Forough’s poetry than in
Shamlou’s. Of the twelve occurrences of this metaphor, Forough employs it in eight
cases, while Shamlou uses it in six out of twenty. This suggests Forough’s stronger
intimacy and emotional attachment to the mirror motif.
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