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Abstract

Iconic syntax provides a functional framework for exploring how different
kinds of iconicity are realized in the syntactic structures of poetry. First
introduced by Cureton (1980) to explain how the conceptual content of a
clause can align with its syntactic form, this model can serve as a productive
basis for studies of Persian poetics. Using this framework, the present study
examines manifestations of iconic syntax in 104 poems of modern Persian
free verse through a descriptive—analytical approach. The corpus include
three collections: Hofreha (Holes) by Garous Abdolmalekian, Fifty-Three
Love Lyrics by Shams Langeroudi, and Laughing in a Burning House by
Shahram Sheidaei. Each poem was analyzed clause by clause in two stages:
first by identifying the conceptual content, and then by describing its
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syntactic configuration. The spatial and temporal relations between these
two levels were evaluated in the light of Cureton’s typology of iconicity. The
findings reveal that spatial and structural relations between syntax and
content often take the form of icons of existence, complexity, spatial
contiguity, and disorder. Likewise, the temporal icons identified can be
grouped into the categories of occurrence, temporal contiguity, movement,
and intrusion. The boundaries between these types of icons and their modes
of representation are often fluid; analyzing iconicity in poetry, therefore,
involves tracing how intertwined formal and semantic layers interact to
create converging perceptual effects on the reader.

Keywords: Iconic syntax, functional linguistics, poetics, free verse

Extended Abstract

1. introduction

Iconicity in language refers to a motivated, image-based
correspondence between linguistic form and meaning. This
phenomenon challenges the traditional assumption that the relation
between signifier and signified is entirely arbitrary, and instead
suggests that language regularly incorporates layers of motivation and
resemblance. Such dynamics between form and meaning are
particularly significant in poetic and figurative language, where poets
attempt to express their lived experience of perceptual engagement
with the external world through the medium of verse. This process
often creates the conditions for a distinctive interplay or harmony
between form and meaning. Since the 1960s, various theoretical
linguistic frameworks have been proposed to examine different types
of iconicity in literary texts. One such framework is the “Iconic
Syntax” introduced by Cureton (1980). Although this model has so far
been applied primarily to the analysis of English poetry, in the
authors’ view it holds significant potential as a tool for identifying
forms of iconicity in Persian poetry, particularly in contemporary free
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verse. It also highlights the capacities of Persian poetic syntax in
constructing iconic meanings. For this reason, the present study aims
to explore manifestations of iconic syntax in selected volumes of
Persian free verse poetry. It is expected that the findings of this study
will enhance our understanding of the capacities of Persian poetic
syntax and serve as a useful basis for subsequent research in literary
criticism and poetics on contemporary Persian free verse.

2. Theoretical Framework

Cureton (1980) is one of the functional linguists who have specifically
examined the concept of iconic syntax within a theoretical and
practical framework. He regards iconic syntax as one of the primary
channels for representing perceptual experience in poetry. In iconic syntax,
instead of merely referring to concepts, the poet shapes the formal or
spatio-temporal structure of words and phrases to create an image of
the described situation. This technique is the syntactic equivalent of
sound symbolism at the phonological level, where, for example,
continuous sounds can symbolically represent smooth and fluid
movement.

Iconic syntax is divided into two general groups, including “spatial
icons” and “temporal icons.” Spatial icons represent static properties
and relations such as “existence” or “symmetry,” while temporal icons
are used to represent dynamic qualities and relationships such as
“movement” or “interruption”. Spatial and temporal icons are each
classified into three categories of quantity, quality, and relation,
according to how they are instantiated in syntax. Quantitative
examples are created by manipulating the number of tokens in the
syntactic structure through operations such as deletion and repetition.
Conversely, qualitative examples, by manipulating the overall
syntactic structure, lead to the representation of features such as
“movement” and “complexity”. Relational patterns are also
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manifested in syntax through the manipulation of formal or spatio-
temporal relations between words and can therefore be constructed by
means of syntactic tools such as inversion and scrambling.

3. Methodology

This research was conducted qualitatively and within the framework
of a descriptive-analytical method. The corpus of the study comprises
the poems in three works, Hofreha (Holes) by Garous Abdolmalekian,
Fifty-Three Love Lyrics by Shams Langeroudi, and Laughing in a
Burning House by Shahram Sheidaei. All of these works, which
comprise 104 poems, were collected through library research and were
evaluated based on Cureton’s (1980) framework of iconic syntax.
Each poem was analyzed separately at the syntactic level of the clause
in two stages: first from the perspective of conceptual content, and
then from the perspective of syntactic structure. Finally, the spatio-
temporal relationship of these two levels (the conceptual content of
the clause and the syntactic structure) was investigated in accordance
with the types of icons in Cureton’s system. In addition, the method of
representation and syntactic tools used by the poet to reflect the icons
were identified.

4. Findings and Discussion

Among the spatial icon types identified by Cureton (1980), only the
icons of existence, complexity, spatial contiguity, and disorder were
found in the three poetry collections examined. Likewise, the temporal
icon types in these works are classified into the categories of event,
temporal contiguity, movement, and interruption. Findings of this
study show that the boundaries between different types of icons and
the ways they are represented are not always clear-cut. In many cases,
the alignment of syntactic form with conceptual content in poetic
clauses can, at the same time, give rise to both spatial and temporal
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icons. Moreover, the representation of icons across several
consecutive lines may be achieved through quantitative, qualitative,
and relational means. Thus, the analysis of iconicity in poetry involves
tracing intertwined layers that come to overlap at the formal and
semantic levels and influence the reader through different perceptual
dimensions.

5. Conclusion

This study concludes that Cureton’s (1980) system of iconic syntax
can be applied to the analysis of Persian poetry and is not limited to
English. The devices used to represent different types of icons may
vary depending on the typological properties of each language.
Another point that should be noted is that, in the classification
proposed within this theoretical framework, no separate section is
explicitly defined under the title of syntactic tools. However, it is
possible to identify a set of such tools in relation to each category of
icons and their modes of representation. Such an approach can be
regarded as a step toward the formulation and further development of
a functional framework for identifying different types of iconicity.
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