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Abstract

This study examines the role of ekphrasis in Esmail Shahroodi’s poem "Mard" (The Man)
regarding two linocuts by Parviz Tanavoli, named “The Intercession of the Gazelle” and
“Shirin and Farhad”, as a place for reconfiguring the classic literary character of Farhad.
The research adopts an interdisciplinary comparative literature approach to ekphrasis,
applying Mark Turner’s notion of "double-scope stories" based on Fauconnier and Turner’s
conceptual blending theory; this aligns with Claus Cliiver's definition of ekphrasis as the
verbalizing viewers’ encounter with (a) non-kinetic visual configuration(s). The analysis
constructs a blending network comprising three input spaces: Tanavoli’s two linocuts, the
revolutionary discourse of the 1950s and 1960s, and the "Mount Tur" (Mount Sinai)
narrative. Employing a qualitative methodology based on conceptual blending analysis,
supported by historical evidence, the study reveals that the traditional Farhad is reborn as a
"revolutionary Farhad" through the simultaneous mechanisms of compression, completion,
and elaboration. Furthermore, the findings indicate that Shahroodi’s poem served as a
catalyst for deepening the Farhad type in Tanavoli’s subsequent works.
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1. Introduction

This study explores the reconfiguration and recontextualization of the “Farhad”
character in Esmaeil Shahroodi’s ekphrastic poem “Mard [man]” (August 1958)
regarding two linocuts by Parviz Tanavoli, namely “Intercession of the Deer” and
“Shirin and Farhad” (both spring 1958) through the interdisciplinary combined
method of Conceptual Blending Theory (CBT) by Fauconnier and Turner, with the
interdisciplinary framework of comparative literature developed by Remak (1961).
Operationally, the analysis relies on Mark Turner’s (2003) “double-scope stories”
notion, grounded in CBT, as its principal analytical tool, integrated and
complemented by an examination of the historical-social context that draws on the
comparative-literature approach. Ekphrasis is here understood, following Cliiver
(2017), as the verbalization of a viewer’s encounter with (a) non-kinetic visual
configuration(s), that is compatible with the non-representational and decorative
character of Tanavoli’s linocuts (from the Saqqakhaneh-School). Combining this
definition with the conceptual blending notion, the study considers ekphrasis as a
blended space resulting from a cognitive process (generated through conceptual
blending) whitin which the socio-historical background knowledge is embedded.

Considering this definition together with the conceptual blending notion, the
study treats ekphrasis as a blended space resulting from a cognitive process, while
the background knowledge is integrated within it too.

The classical Farhad narrative, articulated in Nezami Ganjavi’s “Khosrow and
Shirin”, presents Farhad as a tragic romantic hero and rival to Khosrow, whose
identity is defined by devoted love and the monumental labor of carving through
Mount Bisotun. In the socio-political context of Iran in the 1950s—60s, marked by
the rise of Tudeh Party—led leftist discourse and socialist-realist literary aesthetics,
this figure undergoes a significant reconfiguration. Shahroodi, who had been
affiliated with the Tudeh Party since the late 1940s and was hailed by the Party with
epithets such as “Child of the Party” and “Poet of the People,” fused “Farhad” with
other figures, “Majnun” and “Moses” into a single, unnamed collective persona
referred to simply as “Man.” In this fusion, love and suffering cease to be personal
matters and are instead redefined as acts of self-sacrifice and commitment to the
liberation of the oppressed.
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The central question guiding this study is how conceptual blending, operating
jointly with the comparative-literature approach, restructures the classical Farhad
narrative into a modern ideological figure through the ekphrastic exchange between
Shahroudi’s poem and Tanavoli’s linocuts. The study proceeds from the premise
that this restructuring is realized through a three-input blending network whose
operations of compression, completion, and elaboration transform Farhad into the
collective, unnamed “Man.”

2. Methodology

Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative approach centered on conceptual
blending analysis, complemented by an examination of the historical-social
context, published correspondence, exhibition catalogues, and the chronological
development of Tanavoli’s oeuvre, drawing on the comparative-literature approach.
The analytical procedure follows the paradigmatic template Turner (2003)
establishes through his reading of Racine’s “Phédre”, in which the blending of two
mythic narratives generates a new space of emergent meaning; the present study
extends this template from a two-input to a three-input blending network, aligns
with the article’s explicit reliance on the views of Turner (2003) and Forceville
(2009) regarding the possibility of having more than two classical input spaces in
blending networks.

3. Result and Discussion
Following the aforementioned method, the blending network analyzed in the study
comprises these three input spaces:

Input 1) Tanavoli’s two linocuts. “Intercession of the Deer” visualizes an episode
from Nezami’s “Layli and Majnun” in which “Majnun” pleads with a hunter to free
captive deer, when the deer’s eye resembles his beloved’s; this linocut introduces
the frame of “intercession/mediation on behalf of an oppressed being” into the
network — not, as previously stated, a generic mystical or metaphysical symbolism
of the deer. “Shirin and Farhad,” rendered in the decorative, calligraphic, talisman-
like idiom characteristic of the Saqqakhaneh school, depicts Farhad embracing
Shirin above an inscription referencing his carving of Mount Bisotun, casting
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Farhad here as lover and mountain-carver.

Input 2) The ideological image of the revolutionary hero within Iranian leftist
discourse of the 1950s—60s, internalized by Shahroodi himself, in which the literary
hero emerges from the proletariat and struggles for collective deliverance.

Input 3) The narration of “Mount Sinai (Tur)” and the narrative of “Moses”,
activated implicitly by the line “He would come down from the Mount Sinai,”
which introduces a prophetic dimension absent from either linocut and recoverable
only through the reader’s cultural background knowledge, an instance of the
blending operation of completion.

These three inputs project selectively into a blended space realized in the poem’s
unnamed protagonist, ‘“Mard.” Through the operation of compression, three
previously distinct figures including Farhad the mountain-carver, Majnun the
intercessor, and Moses of Mount Sinai (a spiritual character) are fused into a single
character; the word “Farhad” itself appears only once before yielding to the generic
“man.” Through completion, absent elements such as the pickaxe (tishe) and the act
of mountain-carving are activated via the reader’s knowledge of the classical
narrative and of the Moses and the mount Sinai, even though neither is depicted in
the linocuts themselves. Through elaboration, the blended “Revolutionary Farhad”
construct continues to develop beyond the poem, resurfacing in Tanavoli’s next
works.

Six vital relations encompassing identity, role, analogy, disanalogy, cause-effect,
and intentionality structure the cross-space mappings. Most notably, the disanalogy
and role-change mark the decisive shift from Farhad as an individual lover
overcoming a physical obstacle for personal union, to a proletarian militant whose
pickaxe (reminding the hammer and sickle symbol) becomes a symbolic instrument
of class struggle rather than a tool of stone-carving; and the mountain, in each
space, occupies a structurally parallel yet semantically distinct role (physical
obstacle to union (for Frahad); site of revelation (Moses); symbol of oppression
(Sharhroodi’s Farhad/ Mard [Man])), which the blend compresses into a single trial-
and-transformation topos.

The study substantiates this reading not only through close textual analysis but
through convergent external evidence spanning 1958-1965: Tanavoli’s explicit

140




Comparative Literature Research Quarterly Vol. 14, No. 2, Summer 2026 '€ L

- | R
confirmation, in his memoir Atelier-ye Kabud, that Shahroudi’s poem was written
about the role of Farhad in his work and was later reproduced in place of Tanavoli's
manifest in a 1965 exhibition catalogue titled with the poem’s closing line,
“Whoever Farhad was, he was a man”; the documented evolution of Tanavoli’s
visual vocabulary toward geometric abstraction, the marginalization and eventual
disappearance of Shirin, and the growing prominence of the pickaxe motif; the 1962
bronze sculpture Prophet I, which inaugurates his subsequent series of prophet
figures; and private letters in which Shahroudi himself refers to Farhad’s pickaxe as
a “golden pickaxe.” Taken together, this evidence supports treating the ekphrastic
relationship as bidirectional rather than a one-way movement from image to text,
with the poem itself acting, in the study’s terms, as an anchor that channels the
otherwise open visual reading of the linocuts toward the specific construct of the
“Revolutionary Farhad.”

Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative approach centered on
conceptual blending analysis, supported by historical and biographical evidence
(published correspondence, poet’s letters, exhibition catalogues, and the
chronological development of Tanavoli’s oeuvre) rather than a separate visual-
semiotic methodology.

An important interpretive implication follows from this historically embedded
reading: because the blend’s ideological charge depends on the reader’s access to
the specific leftist political horizon of the late 1950s Tudeh-era discourse, a hero
constructed in this way shifts from the timeless, memorial mode of the classical
mythic figure to one bound to a particular historical-political moment.
Consequently, a reader unfamiliar with that context may not recover the same
temporal resonance that the poem’s original audience would have experienced. It is
a limitation the study acknowledges even as it argues for the poem’s continuing
interpretive richness.

4. Conclusion

The findings indicate that the reconfiguration of the Farhad myth is not merely
thematic but cognitive and structural, driven by the interlocking operations of
compression and completion within the blend, and extended over time through
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elaboration in Tanavoli’s subsequent visual production.

offering an interdisciplinary methodology that bridges cognitive theory,
ekphrasis studies, and cultural-historical analysis, this research contributes to the
fields of art history and literary studies, and it proposes a model that can be tested
on ekphrastic works built upon established literary characters and types. A further
salient point emerging from this case study is that the advantage of applying
conceptual blending to the study of ekphrasis, compared with approaches that
merely trace how elements are transformed in the literary work relative to the visual
work, lies in the fact that this method captures not only the elements themselves but
also the cognitive relations among them and the mapping of these relations from
one space onto another.
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