An Analysis of the Motifs of Humor and Humor-Creating Elements in Sohrab
Sepehri’s Poetry

Abstract

Sohrab Sepehri is one of the trendsetting figures of contemporary Persian poetry, whose imagery
and mysticism have always been the focus of critics; however, the components of humor and their
functions in his intellectual system have rarely been analyzed independently. Characterized by a
descriptive-analytical method, the present study aims to explain the humor-creating techniques in
Sepehri’s poetry, focusing on three collections: The Water’s Footsteps, The Traveler and The
Green Volume. The findings indicate that Sepehri’s humor is gentle, imagistic, and philosophical
(Horatian) in nature, lacking the hostility of classical lampoons. Utilizing, seven primary
techniques-namely “concise witticisms,” “minimization of concepts,” “fantastic magnification,”
“contradiction,” “linguistic play and polysemy,” “deconstruction of established symbols,” and
“juxtaposition of incongruous subjects”-Sepehri represents his, worldview: This study
demonstrates that humor in Sepehri’s poetry isythe missingglink that connects“his pantheistic
mysticism (unity of existence) to his painterly surrealism. Indeed, this humorous expression serves
as an artistic and ironic tool to critique stereotyped structures, ideologies, and the civilization of
iron and cement, which, far from slogan-mongering formulatesithe poet’s social and philosophical
protest and plays a significant role in enriching theslinguistiC and semantic dimensions of his
poetry.
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Introduction

Sohrab Sepehri is"one of the most trendsetting figures in contemporary Persian poetry, having
secured a stature that'extends faMyond that of a regional poet to reach an international scale. His
prominence has not only yielded widespread acclaim from readers and publishers alike, but has
also sparkedia diverse range of critical debates within academic and literary circles. In this context,
critical perspectives on his poetry tend to form two opposing poles: while some regard him as a
brilliant glebal geRitlsy others accuse him of non-realist sentimentalism due to his detachment from
social movements and the absence of explicit realistic messages.

An examination of Sepehri’s poetic career reveals that his journey toward an authentic personal
style and a structured framework underwent various developments. Scholars generally agree that
his fully mature style is best represented in three poetry collections: The Sound of Water’s
Footsteps (Sodaye Paye Ab), The Traveler (Mosafer), and The Green Volume (Hajm-e Sabz).
Among the numerous features of this trilogy, three components stand out most prominently: the
application of narrative techniques, the extensive use of personification and paradox, and the
incorporation of satiric expression. Nonetheless, his satiric expression and its stylistic functions
have hitherto received little independent scholarly investigation.



This aspect has been highlighted as a “distinguishing feature” of Sepehri’s poetry, wherein his
satire is presented with such seriousness that it becomes nearly impossible to separate jest from
earnestness. Despite this compelling observation, a review of existing research indicates that this
dimension of his work has rarely undergone systematic scientific critique. Most academic studies
on Sepehri have concentrated primarily on mysticism, archetypes, mythology, discourse analysis,
and phenomenology, leaving a distinct gap regarding the systematic analysis of his humorous and
satiric expression. Furthermore, satire rarely finds an outlet in Nimaic (modern free-verse) poetry,
being more commonly confined to prose or traditional poetic forms. Consequently, this scholarly
gap motivates the central research question of this study: What constitutes satiric expression in
Sepehri’s poetry, and how does the poet employ various satiric devices within his mystical and
individualistic framework?

Materials and Methods

This study is basic research conducted using a descriptive-analytical methodology. The statistical
population consists of Sohrab Sepehri’s collection The Eight.Books (Hasht Ketab), while the
purposive sample comprises three landmark collections: Thé Sound of Water’s Footsteps (Sodaye
Paye Ab), The Traveler (Mosafer), and The Green Valume (Hajm-e Sabz)—works recognized by
scholars as representing the peak of his personalstyle ‘and the«€onsolidation of his national and
global stature. Data were collected through library and docufii@htary research using the edited text
of these three collections. The theoretical framework of,the study is grounded in the conceptual
definition of “satire” as an artistic-critical device.

To analyze the data, the entire,poeticieorpus of these three collections was first carefully re-read,
and excerpts possessing potential for satire, paradox, 1rony, hyperbole, understatement, wordplay,
taboo-breaking, or the juxtapositionief incongruous elements were extracted. Subsequently, these
excerpts were categorized based on theoretical satiric devices (derived from authoritative Persian
and international scholarly literature)/and finally, each category was explicated using qualitative
content analysis. To ensure the vaIidii’of the findings, all poetic evidence presented in the analysis
of each device wasidrawn directly from the original primary text.

ResearciNgindings

The findings of thisgtudy indicate that satire in Sepehri’s poetry possesses a gentle, visual, and
philosophiealynature, distancing itself from the hostility of classical invective. This satire is
constructed through mechanisms such as concise epigrammatic wit; understatement and the
reduction of grandiose concepts to mundane daily matters; hyperbole and the creation of grotesque
imagery; the juxtaposition of contradictory concepts; wordplay and defamiliarization; taboo-
breaking and the desacralization of established symbols; as well as the pairing of incongruous
subjects. By disrupting conventional patterns of perception and blurring the boundary between
reality and imagination, these devices re-represent familiar concepts in unexpected forms, giving
rise to a mode of satire grounded in incongruity, surprise, and intellectual contemplation.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion



The findings of this study demonstrate that humor in Sohrab Sepehri’s poetry is neither a stylistic
ornament nor a mere tool for entertainment; rather, it serves as a structural component deeply
intertwined with his mystical worldview and critical outlook. By disrupting conventional modes
of perception and altering standard relationships between objects and concepts, Sepehri challenges
rigid, established values and exposes their inherent contradictions. Thus, humor functions as one
of the primary mechanisms shaping meaning and imagery throughout his work.

Furthermore, the results highlight the overlooked dimensions of Sepehri’s social and cultural
critique. Rather than resorting to overt slogans or socio-political manifestos, his‘indireet critique
of formal institutions, rigid educational frameworks, calculative rationality, and industrial
civilization is embedded within the linguistic and visual layers of his poetry. Overall/Sepehri’s
humor emerges from the confluence of defamiliarization, surrealist imagery, mystical insight, and
social awareness. By shifting the boundaries of perception, it ultimately invites readers to critically
reconsider accepted concepts and dominant values.
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