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Abstract

The present study, adopting a comparative-analytical approach and drawing on the
theoretical tenets of literary impressionism, compares two stories: "Youth" by Joseph
Conrad and "Tan-e Abi, Tanabi" by Bijan Najdi. Literary impressionism, which has its
roots in the visual arts, breaks with linear narration and emphasizes the recording of sensory
experiences, fragmented narrative structures, and the exploration of individual self-
awareness. Instead of physically representing reality, it employs language to evoke the
feeling and idea of things. The research methodology is qualitative, employing comparative
content analysis; the data have been analyzed using thematic analysis, based on the ideas set
forth by Rebecca Bowler in her book Literary Impressionism (2016). The findings indicate
that both stories are grounded in the principle of “sensory impression” rather than objective
reportage. However, their fundamental difference lies in how they engage with reality:
although Conrad represents physical phenomena (such as fire and storm) through the
sensory perception of the narrator (Marlow), he does not go beyond the framework of
objective events. By contrast, Najdi, transcending the boundaries of realism, intermingles
reality and fantasy, creating an imaginary creature named ‘“Pepsi” from within a modern
industrial commodity. Furthermore, Conrad employs the techniques of “narrative framing”
and “delayed decoding,” whereas Najdi enters directly into the mental world of the
character (Mansour). In conclusion, it can be said that Najdi has indigenized the devices of
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literary impressionism within a more surrealistic and poetic space, unlike Conrad, who
remains committed to the representation of physical events (albeit through a sense-centered
perspective).

Keywords: Impressionism, Joseph Conrad, "Youth", Bijan Najdi, "Tan-e Abi, Tanabi",
Rebecca Bowler

Introduction

This extended abstract presents a systematic comparative analysis of the aesthetic
and narrative mechanisms of literary impressionism as manifested in two culturally
and historically distinct works: Joseph Conrad’s “Youth” and Bijan Najdi’s short
story “Tan-e Abi, Tanabi”. Situating both texts within the broader current of
impressionist literature, the study proceeds from the premise that impressionism in
prose fiction does not merely designate a set of stylistic ornaments but constitutes a
coherent epistemological and narratological orientation. Drawing on Rebecca
Bowler’s Literary Impressionism (2016) as its principal theoretical framework, the
paper isolates four core components of literary impressionism—the primacy of
sensory perception over objective reportage, the representation of the environment’s
impact on the character’s consciousness, temporal discontinuity and the disruption
of linear narrative, and psychological depth coupled with the fluidity of thought—
and examines how each of these components operates in the two texts.

Literary impressionism crystallized at a historical juncture when the solid core of
high Victorian realism was fracturing under the pressure of multiple intellectual and
social transformations. The accelerating pace of industrialization, the
groundbreaking psychological researches of William James and the psychoanalytic
revolution initiated by Sigmund Freud, and the intensifying existential
preoccupations of early modernism jointly propelled narrative art away from
exhaustive, object-centered depictions of external reality toward fragmented,
introspective forms that foregrounded the complexity and fluidity of human
consciousness. While modernism as a wider movement in the arts experimented
with free indirect discourse, flashback, temporal dislocation, and stream of
consciousness, literary impressionism pursued a more specific goal: to capture the
fleeting moment, the ephemeral subjective experience of perception and
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consciousness as it is lived, before it solidifies into conceptual knowledge. Authors
such as Joseph Conrad, Henry James, and Virginia Woolf—practitioners of an
international impressionist mode—explored reality, memory, and identity from a
sensory, subjective vantage point, thereby redefining the relationship between the
perceiving mind and the world.

Within Persian literature, the works of Bijan Najdi (1941-1997) represent, it can
be argued, the fullest crystallization of impressionism in its most essential form.
Najdi’s short stories appear to have adapted and localized the techniques of the
impressionist school, infusing them with a surreal and distinctly poetic sensibility.
To investigate this claim in a rigorous comparative framework, the present study
juxtaposes one exemplary story from that collection, “Tan-e Abi, Tanabi,” with
Conrad’s “Youth,” a text widely acknowledged as a landmark of impressionist
prose. By submitting both narratives to a detailed examination informed by
Bowler’s theoretical lexicon, the study aspires not only to illuminate the workings
of literary impressionism in two linguistically and culturally divergent traditions but
also to contribute to the ongoing expansion of impressionism studies beyond the
customary Anglo-American and European canons.

Aims and Research Questions

The primary aim of the study is to ascertain whether the impressionist components
identified in Bowler’s model can be traced, with comparable aesthetic functions, in
both “Youth” and “Tan-e Abi, Tanabi.” Accordingly, the principal research
question is formulated as follows: Is there a significant structural and functional
similarity between Conrad’s and Najdi’s uses of impressionist techniques, and what
constitutes the fundamental difference—if any—between the two authors’ narrative
strategies? A secondary, interpretative question concerns the cultural and aesthetic
implications of the differences that emerge: in what manner does Najdi’s
appropriation of impressionist devices transform the heritage of the movement?

Theoretical Framework and Method
The investigation is grounded in the theoretical framework set forth by Rebecca
Bowler in Literary Impressionism (2016). Bowler’s study provides a systematic
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account of impressionism as a literary practice, distilling a set of recurrent features
that mark the impressionist text. From this account, four foundational components
are extracted and operationalized as analytical categories:

1. The primacy of sensory perception. The impressionist text privileges the
direct, often pre-conceptual impact of sensory stimuli—light, color, sound,
texture—over abstract exposition. The narrative transmits not the event as it
objectively occurs but the “impression” the event leaves upon the senses of a
perceiving consciousness.

2. The representation of the environment’s impact on the character’s
mind. External phenomena are rendered not as autonomous facts but as they are
filtered through, and colored by, the character’s psychological state. The landscape,
the weather, the play of light become correlatives of inner turbulence, fear, desire,
or exaltation.

3. Temporal discontinuity and non-linear narrative structure. The impressionist
text typically disrupts chronological sequence, oscillates between past and present,
and replaces action-driven plot with a structure organized around the rhythms of
memory and perception. lan Watt’s concept of “delayed decoding,” where the
reader receives a sensory impression before understanding its causal origin, is a key
manifestation of this discontinuity.

4. Psychological depth and the fluidity of thought. Rather than constructing an
omniscient, externalized account of character, the impressionist narrative immerses
the reader in the ebb and flow of consciousness—its sudden associations, its leaps,
its indeterminate borders between internal reflection and external observation.

The present study employs a qualitative, comparative-analytical method. Each of
the four components is examined sequentially, first through a close reading of
selected passages from Conrad’s “Youth” and then through a parallel close reading
of corresponding narrative moments in Najdi’s “Tan-e Abi, Tanabi.” The analysis is
comparative in the precise sense that it seeks correspondences of function—how a
particular device operates within the architecture of each text—rather than
superficial stylistic parallels. The interpretation remains sensitive to the distinct
cultural and literary systems from which the two works emerge, while remaining
anchored in the shared theoretical vocabulary of impressionism studies.
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Analysis and Discussion

Conrad’s “Youth” famously eschews straightforward reportage in favor of sensory
evocation. When the crew, struggling to right the storm-battered Judea, descends
into the hold to shift the sand ballast, Conrad’s narrator, Marlow, does not say “we
went down into the hold.” Instead, he offers the sensory imprint of the place: they
went down into “a place resembling a dark cave, where the light of tallow candles
flickered.” The reader must infer the referent (the hold) from the impression.
Shortly thereafter, when another vessel approaches on a collision course, Conrad
withholds the word “ship” and presents only “a huge shadow moving a little way
off from us.” When fire breaks out aboard the Judea but the ship continues to sail,
the flames are rendered as “a cloud of thin, light smoke that drifted slowly with the
wind; a poisonous cloud that stained the splendor of sea and sky.” Even a torn sail
becomes, in Marlow’s sensory register, an occasion for the observation that “the
beautiful sky had produced a magnificent blue patch amid the dirty canvas.” In each
instance, the narrative withholds the conventional name of the object, foregrounding
instead its chromatic, luminous, and tactile impact upon the perceiving eye.

Najdi’s “Tan-e Abi, Tanabi” deploys an analogous strategy, though transposed
into a key that is overtly surreal. The story does not describe the protagonist
Mansour’s inner state of falling in love through psychological exposition; instead,
the very texture of the external world is metamorphosed. The narrative grants the
reader no stable, object-grounded description of the girl as a verifiable entity; it
offers only the luminous, improbable sensory data of her sudden emergence, her
presence suffused with color and strangeness. The impression—the sheer sensory
fact of a girl coalescing out of a commonplace object—takes precedence over any
ontological validation. The reader, like Mansour, is immersed in an experience
whose reality is exclusively perceptual and affective. Both texts thus exemplify the
principle that impressionist prose replaces denotation with sensory connotation,
transforming the narrative into a record of perceived phenomena rather than a
chronicle of facts.

In “Youth,” the external world ceaselessly infiltrates and reshapes Marlow’s
inner landscape. When the Judea is caught in a violent storm, Conrad does not
append a psychological label such as “Marlow was terrified.” He makes the
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environment itself the medium of fear: “The world had turned into raging, foam-
flecked waves rushing towards us, and the sky was like a dark, smoke-filled ceiling
that you could touch if you stretched out your hand.” The hostile cosmos is not
described from a detached vantage point; it is rendered as a force pressing upon the
body and the sensorium, collapsing the distance between objective circumstance
and subjective dread. Throughout the story, the sea, the sky, the fire are not
backdrops but dynamic presences that infiltrate the mind, so that the narrating
consciousness registers its own condition through the metamorphosis of the visible
world.

Najdi’s practice takes this fusion of interiority and exteriority to its limit. In
“Tan-e Abi, Tanabi,” when Pepsi disappears, the loss is not reported as an
emotional statement but as a cosmic sensory catastrophe: Mansour “closed his eyes
and covered his ears so as not to hear the sound of the world ending.” The external
world, in its entirety, becomes the direct manifestation of a subjective apocalypse.
Earlier, the transformation of Mansour’s surroundings—the irruption of the
fantastic into the quotidian—operates as the objective correlative of an
overwhelming emotional state. In both texts, therefore, the environment is not an
independent stage but a sensitive membrane that registers and externalizes the
character’s shifting psychological states. The difference resides in the nature of the
causality: Conrad’s transformed world remains one of storm, fire, and collision—
thoroughly material emergencies—whereas Najdi’s transformed world breaches the
laws of physics altogether, projecting a purely psychical reality onto the narrative
surface.

Both stories reject linear, plot-driven progression in favor of psychological
temporality. “Youth” is structured as a retrospective tale told by the older Marlow
to a group of listeners; its time-scheme oscillates between the remembered intensity
of the youthful voyage and the elegiac present of narration. Action is subordinated
to reflection, and the forward thrust of adventure is constantly interrupted by
meditative pauses, sensory close-ups, and tonal shifts. A particularly salient
technique is delayed decoding, a concept introduced by lan Watt to describe the
impressionist habit of presenting an effect before its cause. “Tan-e Abi, Tanabi”
dismantles linearity through a different mechanism. The story does not employ a
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frame narrative or an explicit retrospective structure; instead, it plunges directly into
a present-tense consciousness in which logical sequence is supplanted by dream-
like contiguity.

Conclusion
This comparative study demonstrates that both Joseph Conrad’s “Youth” and Bijan
Najdi’s “Tan-e Abi, Tanabi” fully instantiate the core components of literary
impressionism as theorized by Rebecca Bowler—the primacy of sensory
perception, the representation of the environment’s psychological impact, temporal
discontinuity, and psychological depth grounded in the fluidity of thought. In both
works, the reader encounters not the event itself but the subjective mental
impression of the event, and the narrative structure is organized around the rhythms
of perceiving consciousness rather than the causal logic of external action. The
hypothesis of a significant structural resemblance is therefore robustly confirmed.
At the same time, the study identifies a fundamental difference that illuminates
the versatility and cultural adaptability of impressionist poetics. Conrad operates
within a world of empirically given phenomena, submitting them to a process of
subjective refraction that nevertheless respects the boundary between perception
and a causally governed external reality. Najdi, in a more radical gesture, abandons
that boundary entirely, producing a fiction in which the fantastic emerges from the
heart of sensory experience and the distinction between reality and imagination is
rendered inoperative. By fusing impressionist technique with surreal and poetic
sensibility, Najdi indigenizes the movement, demonstrating that the core insights of
literary impressionism can be detached from their late-nineteenth-century European
origins and reconstituted within a different cultural and aesthetic matrix.
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