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Abstract

Semiotics is a systematic, reader-centered, and structuralist-based study that was introduced by Michael Riffaterre (1978) as a practical
method for analyzing literary texts, especially poetry. According to this theory, the reader—through their literary competence—identifies
interconnected networks of signs, uncovers the poem’s connotations, and perceives the subtexts disseminated throughout the text to
discover its origin and underlying meaning. The present article first introduces Riffaterre’s theoretical approach and then, based on this
framework, provides a reading of the poem “Mahtab” from Tavallali’s poetry collection Raha. This poem, like most of the works in the
Raha collection, contains innovative poetic imagery accompanied by themes such as loneliness, despair, darkness, sorrow, and death,
which are considered central characteristics of the Romantic school. This study, employing a descriptive—analytical method and drawing
on Riffaterre’s semiotics theory as well as its theoretical capacities and scholarly contributions, seeks to propose creative strategies for
reading and conducting a more precise analysis of the selected poems.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study is grounded in semiotics as a
systematic, reader-centered, and structuralist-
based approach to literary analysis that traces
its conceptual lineage to Ferdinand de
Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce, who
shaped modern understandings of signifier—
signified relations and the cultural conventions
underlying meaning-making (1, 2). Building on
this intellectual genealogy, Michael Riffaterre
developed a semiotic theory specifically for
poetry, emphasizing that the essence of
literary interpretation lies not in seeking a
single referential meaning but in decoding
layered sign systems and implicit networks of
connotations (3). He conceptualized poetry as
a special mode of language where
indirectness, displacement, and deviation from
normative grammar generate a dense field of
signification. This focus on the reader’s active
role and the structural coherence of the text

aligns with broader twentieth-century literary
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movements that sought to replace authorial
intention with textual and interpretive
autonomy (4, 5). By emphasizing interrelated
processes such as “displacement,”
“conversion,” and “creation,” Riffaterre created
a framework through which readers, especially
those with strong literary competence, can
move beyond surface-level paraphrase and
reconstruct the poem’s deeper semiotic matrix
(6).
Central to this semiotic model are operational
devices that help structure meaning:
ungrammaticality, accumulation, descriptive
systems, hypograms, and ultimately the matrix
(3, 8). Ungrammaticality refers to deliberate
deviations that disrupt ordinary language
expectations and signal literary density,
inviting readers to reinterpret the text beyond
mimetic realism (6). Accumulation functions by
clustering lexemes with shared semantic
nuclei across the poem, producing chains of

synonymy and associative fields that point
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toward covert thematic cores (3). Descriptive
systems extend this by organizing words
around a conceptual nucleus, forming a
constellation of terms radiating from a core
idea and guiding readers toward latent
significance (8). Hypograms emerge as
culturally  or intertextually  sedimented
statements triggered during reading; they
represent pre-existing textual memories and
archetypes that enrich interpretation and link
the poem to a larger literary and cultural
network (3). The culmination of this interpretive
movement is the matrix, a unifying underlying
proposition that condenses the poem’s
seemingly disparate images and tropes into a
coherent semantic essence (4, 5). Together
these tools operationalize semiotics, allowing
readers to systematically navigate from initial,
referential reading to a second, retroactive,
and theoretically informed decoding known as
retroactive reading (7).

Fereydoon Tavallali occupies a central
position in the evolution of modern Persian
poetry, embodying a transitional moment
between classical forms and new sensibilities
imported from Romanticism and modernist
experimentation (9, 10). His early career was
marked by political satire and bold social
commentary, notably in the al-Tafasil pieces,
yet his most enduring literary identity emerged
in the emotionally charged, romantic, and
imagistic lyrics of Raha and subsequent
collections (11, 12). Tavallali synthesized
familiarity with classical Persian metrics and

imagery with an openness to European

influences, particularly the French Romantic
and symbolist traditions, to craft poems that
were intimate, affective, and formally
innovative (13). This stylistic duality—
simultaneously anchored in heritage and
striving for renewal—allowed Tavallali to
inspire a generation of mid-century poets
navigating between Neoclassical revivalism
and Nima Youshij’s radical free verse (14). His
persistent engagement with themes of
solitude, death, and disillusionment alongside
love and nature marked a deeply subjective
poetics that resonated with readers seeking
psychological depth rather than social
mobilization (15). Moreover, his expertise as
an archaeologist enriched his diction with
archaisms and imagery of ruins and mortality,
intensifying the poems’ existential timbre.

The poem “Mahtab,” situated in Tavallali’s
Raha, epitomizes Persian Romantic lyricism
while providing a fertile field for semiotic
analysis. At the exploratory reading level, the
poem depicts a moonlit landscape, a lover’s
sorrow, and the quiet flow of water—all
sensuous and melancholic images that seem
straightforward but subtly resist direct
referential mapping (13). Retroactive reading
reveals how deliberate ungrammaticalities—
expressions like “pale moonlight like smoke,”
“hidden suffering,” or “the cold weary moon”—
fracture normal descriptive realism and signal
deeper emotive and symbolic registers (6).
The analysis identified three  major
accumulations: one orbiting night (e.g., moon,

beam, dim light, twilight), one clustering
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around the beloved (e.g., black wavy hair,
alluring shadow), and one built on loss and
yearning (e.g., grief of departed friends,
sleeping loves, sorrow of the dead) (3). Two
primary descriptive systems also emerge: one
constructing a “melancholic dusk,” the other
shaping the figure of the beloved as both hope
and phantom desire (8). Through these
semiotic networks, hypograms are triggered:
existential solitude, desire for union, and
confrontation with mortality surface as implicit
backdrops (3). Synthesizing these findings
yields the poem’s matrix: a solitary,
introspective lover contemplates unattainable
union under an ethereal but cold night sky,
emblematic of romantic yearning and
existential isolation (4, 5).

By applying Riffaterre’s semiotics to “Mahtab,”
the research advances Persian literary
criticism in several ways. First, it shows how
modern theoretical frameworks originally
developed in Western contexts can illuminate
Persian texts without distorting their cultural
specificity, as long as the analysis respects
local idioms and poetic traditions (2). Second,
it contributes to bridging the divide between
impressionistic close reading and systematic
literary science by equipping Persian criticism
with a replicable toolkit—accumulation,
descriptive  systems, and hypogram
detection—for deep semantic excavation (3).
Third, it repositions Tavallali beyond mere
Romantic sentimentality by demonstrating the
formal complexity and intertextual resonance

of his verse (12). Such work also revisits

debates about the direction of Persian
modernism: while Nimaian free verse
dominates critical narratives, semiotic reading
underscores how poets like Tavallali crafted
transitional spaces where inherited forms and
innovative imagery coexisted (13, 14). Finally,
by centering the reader's competence and
interpretive agency, the study invites a shift in
Persian pedagogy from rote thematic
paraphrase toward interactive and
theoretically informed interpretation (6, 7).

This extended inquiry demonstrates that
semiotics, particularly Riffaterre’s model,
provides an effective and rigorous framework
for decoding complex modern Persian poetry.
The reading of “Mahtab” illustrates how
seemingly simple romantic imagery enfolds a
sophisticated network of signs that invites and
rewards deep interpretive engagement. It also
reaffirms Tavallali’'s significance as a
transitional and innovative voice in Persian
letters, simultaneously loyal to inherited forms
and daring in emotional and linguistic
experimentation. More broadly, the study
signals that Persian literary criticism can
productively integrate structuralist and reader-
response approaches to move beyond
surface-level explication, while respecting
indigenous poetics and the unique musicality

and cultural freight of Persian verse.
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