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Abstract

The mask is a fundamental device in contemporary poetry and one of the most significant
artistic strategies for expressing social and ideological concepts. Through this technique,
the poet, by concealing themselves behind another’s fagade, not only reflects the general
concerns of the contemporary era but also portrays socio-political realities with a
profound, critical, and conscious perspective. In this regard, the authors of this study
employ an analytical-comparative approach to examine classical masks in the verses of
Ajud Mujbal Al-Khafaji (contemporary Iraqi poet) and Mehdi Akhavan-Sales
(contemporary Persian poet)—poets who have tasted the bitter flavor of oppression,
suffocation, and tyranny in their homelands. These figures, who exist as symbols of
values in mythological, literary, religious, philosophical, narrative, and allegorical
domains with their original and familiar appearances, are transformed in contemporary
poetry through transmutation (change in the traditional structure of the mask; change in
their positioning) and reimagining (the poet’s application of the mask according to their
own viewpoint; depiction of contemporary concerns) into symbolic tools for delineating
socio-political issues. The ultimate finding of this study demonstrates that Khafaji and
Akhavan-Sales transcend the boundaries of familiar narratives and established roles by
altering the traditional structure of the mask and reimagining their narrative frameworks
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(absent/addressee/speaker). Within the context of contemporary poetry, these figures
transform into conscious, dissenting, and contemplative masks, thereby reflecting the
crises, thoughts, and aspirations of modern humanity and giving meaning to the
continuity of tradition with the dynamism of the present moment.

Keywords: Classical Masks; Modern Iraqi poetry; Modern Iranian poetry; Ajwad Mujbil
Khafaji; Mehdi Akhavan-Sales

intruduction

The term “mask,” originally denotes a covering placed over the face so that a
person may appear as something other than what they truly are. In modern literary
criticism, the “mask” functions as a device through which the poet, concealed
behind figures drawn from tradition and without revealing the authentic self,
expresses contemporary ideas, experiences, and concerns in an indirect manner. In
a broader sense, the mask in poetry forms a space where past and present
converge; by employing classical masks, the poet makes possible a dialogue
between temporally disjointed moments and situates the self in an intermediate
zone between presence and absence—presence realized through the language of
classical characters, and absence created by the erasure of the poet’s direct voice.
Thus, the mask operates as a multilayered device in which the tensions between
tradition and modernity, the poet’s presence and absence, and reality and
imagination are brought into an artistic equilibrium: a mode of speaking of the
self through another, without allowing the self to be fully dissolved within that
other. In this regard, the authors of this study seek, through an analytical—
comparative approach, to examine the poems of Ajwad Mujbil Khafaji and Mehdi
Akhavan-Sales—two prominent and renowned Iraqi and Iranian poets—from the
perspective of the transformation and re-creation of classical masks. These are
poets who, having tasted the bitter experience of oppression and authoritarianism
in their homelands, employed the device of the mask to reflect their political and
social concerns within their poetry.

Discussion
The mask, is one of the fundamental techniques of modern poetry and constitutes
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a key artistic strategy for articulating social and intellectual concepts. Through
this device, the poet, by concealing the self behind the face of another, not only
reflects the broader concerns of the contemporary age but also depicts the political
and social realities of the time with depth, critical insight, and awareness. In doing
so, the poet foregrounds his desired ideal and underlying vision within a timeless
horizon of authority. In this regard, Khafaji and Akhavan Sales, through their
deliberate use of the mask, artistically represent the political and social concerns
of their societies, guiding the intellectual and emotional space of the reader
toward a deeper understanding of the realities of their time. In their poetry, the
mask functions as a device for indirect expression of the bitter truths of their
age—truths that manifest in the form of protest, sorrow, or hope. Khafaji’s poems
echo the suffering of the Iraqi people during the dark era of domination and
occupation, when the incompetence of Arab rulers and the presence of Western
powers led Iraq into devastation and ruin. His poetry—Ilike that of other poets
devoted to their homeland—became a mirror of pain and the wounded conscience
of the Iraqi nation, reflecting the voice of protest and the resilient identity of the
afflicted Iraqi individual. Akhavan Sales’s poetry likewise serves as a faithful
mirror of the period following the 1953 coup, an era marked by despair,
disillusionment, and the silencing of social and national aspirations. After the fall
of Mosaddegh’s national government and the re-establishment of authoritarian
rule, Iran’s political and cultural atmosphere entered a phase of repression and
stagnation, and the hope of intellectuals and the public for freedom and justice
diminished. In such a context, Akhavan’s poetry became an echo of historical
wounds and a voice of collective dissent. The underlying motivation for
conducting this study lies in examining the diverse forms of the mask within the
poetic  frameworks of Khafaji and Akhavan Sales through an
analytical-comparative approach. Their poetic language transcends mere
emotional expression and becomes a field of critical action and a reflection of the
moral conscience of their era. Thus, this inquiry may contribute to a deeper
understanding of their societal conditions while enabling a multilayered analysis
and comparison of the poets’ styles and perspectives.
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methodology

The authors of this study, employing an analytical-comparative method, have
examined the poems of Ajwad Mujbil Khafaji and Mehdi Akhavan-Sales from the
perspective of the transformation and re-creation of classical masks. In this
regard, they have sought to reveal—through an analysis of the various semantic
layers of the mask in the works of these two poets—how masks drawn from
tradition are transformed into instruments for expressing contemporary concerns.
Moreover, in order to achieve a more comprehensive assessment and to provide a
broader range of examples, the researchers have examined the diverse and
published poetic collections of both poets, each of which reflects a different
aspect of their intellectual, political, and literary developments.Thus, this study
not only investigates the methods through which classical masks are reimagined,
but also seeks to demonstrate how Khafaji and Akhavan-Sales, through their
creative use of this technique, represent their worldview, historical experiences,
and the social sensitivities of their time within a symbolic and multilayered
framework.

Findings

1. The use of various mythological, religious, philosophical, narrative, allegorical,
and literary masks by Khafaji and Akhavan-Sales constitutes a
meaning-producing strategy through which the socio-political condition of society
is represented symbolically. These masks have been transformed into a network of
symbols that reflect collective suffering, oppression, identity rupture, and the
modern crisis of truth-seeking. Through them, the poets offer an implicit yet
effective critique of power structures and portray the lived experience of society
in a metaphorical and interpretable form.

2. In Khafaji’s poetry, the mask appears predominantly in dialogic and absent
structures, whereas in Akhavan-Sales’s verses it is mainly realized in absent and
speaking forms. This difference in the positioning of the mask indicates a
divergence in the poets’ stylistic tendencies and their respective approaches to
critique and social commentary.

3. The transformation and re-creation of masks in the poems of Khafaji and
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Akhavan-Sales occur primarily through the shifts in their situational placement.
By situating these traditional masks within new spatial, temporal, or social
contexts that correspond to contemporary socio-political structures, the poets
generate new meanings. This repositioning alters the primary function of the
mask, and its newly constructed space symbolically represents suffering,
oppression, identity crisis, or protest against structures of power.

4. In Khafaji’s poetry, masks such as Sisyphus, the Phoenix, Nabigha
Al-Dhubyani, Bashar, Imam Ali (a), Hallaj, and Scheherazade are employed in
their original and recognizable forms. Through transformation (changing their
situational placement) and re-creation (employing them to depict contemporary
concerns), the poet presents symbolic images of suffering, protest, and critique
directed toward contemporary leaders.

5. Akhavan-Sales likewise employs masks such as Simurgh, Moshfegh
Kashani, Saadi, Jesus (a), Shams, Hafez, Khayyam, and the traditional storyteller
(naqqal) in their familiar forms. Through their transformation and re-creation, he
reflects the political and social crises of society and portrays the suffering, hope,
and awareness of the modern human being in a symbolic and metaphorical
framework.

Conclusions

The poet, through the use of the mask, inhabits the being of another figure and, by
concealing his direct voice behind it, interweaves two layers of experience: his own
internal experience and the experience associated with the summoned character. In
such a process, the first-person pronoun attributed to that character gains dominance
within the text, while a balance between the two sides of the mask (the poet and the
mask) is maintained—neither overpowering the other, nor disappearing or being
partially effaced. Of course, a fundamental principle is that a meaningful
correspondence must exist between the poet’s experience and that of the traditional
character, ensuring thematic harmony and interpretive coherence. In modern poetry,
the mask appears in three grammatical modes: third person, second person
(address), and first person. In the third person mode, the poet speaks about the
character within the poem; this is referred to as a monologue, often functioning as a
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reflective narrative stance. In the second person mode, the poet engages in a
dialogue with the traditional figure, directly addressing it and creating a dynamic
field of interaction. In the first person mode, the poet speaks through the voice of
that traditional character, conveying contemporary thoughts and experiences while
avoiding explicit self-expression, thus imparting a symbolic and allegorical
dimension to the poem and expanding its interpretive depth. The final outcome of
this study shows that Khafaji and Akhavan Sales, by moving from tradition toward
the horizon of creative re-invention, transform meaning-making into a dynamic and
evolving process. Through reshaping and re-creating the functional roles of various
classical masks within narrative structures (third person, second person, and first
person), they carry these figures beyond the bounds of their familiar narratives and
fixed roles, turning them—within the context of modern poetry—into conscious,
critical, and thought-provoking masks that reflect the crises, ideas, and aspirations
of contemporary humanity. Through this metamorphosis, they give new
significance to the continuity between tradition and the vitality of the present time,
highlighting the enduring relevance of inherited cultural symbols.
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