Luterary Researciv
Year22, NO. 90
Winter 2026
d DOI: https://doi.org/10.2634/Lire.22.90.79

Semantic Sign of Nima Youshij's Poem "Moonlight
Flower" Based on Rifater's Structuralist Model

Mojtaba Soltanian *, Leila Hashemian”’
Recived:10/5/2025  Review:8/11/2025 Accepted: 7/1/2026

Abstract

Semiotics is considered an interdisciplinary approach that studies the
semiotic systems of a work. One of the fundamental branches in the
field of semiotics of poetry is Michael Refatter's theory. Applying
Refatter's semiotic model in the study and rereading of literary works,
especially poetry, sheds light on important points about the creation of
the work and its re-creation by the reader. According to this theory, the
reader is considered a very important factor in the process of reading
the text. In this model, poems are first examined in two ways: receptive
reading and latent reading, which in the first stage analyzes meaning
and in the next stage linguistic implications. Then, the reader or critic
analyzes and perceives lexical associations or key themes, and finally
ends up discovering the semantic network of the work. In this research,
using the Refater theory in qualitative analysis and with the approach
of retrospective reading, the descriptive accumulations and systems of
poems have been identified, and the dispersed matrix in the entire poem
has been obtained, and finally the semantic structure has been clarified.
The aim of the article is to show to what extent Refater's structuralist
model in the analysis of the poem "Moonflower" leads to a creative
reading of the poem and how the narrative plurality in Nima's poem has
caused a fluid space of discourse. The result of the research indicates
that the main accumulation of the poem revolves around the axis of
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"change and transformation" and "revolution", and the systems of
poems of "despair and hopelessness" have been formed alongside the
structural network of pain and suffering, hopelessness and darkness,
and the confrontation and arrangement of a multitude of words and
concepts bring to the reader's mind. It also shows that Yushij's poetic
language is more complex than that of his contemporaries, and that
using Riffater's theory, one can easily penetrate the inner layers of
meaning in his poetry and understand the semantic structure.

Keywords: semiotics, structuralism, refater, Nima Yushij's poetry,
lexical and conceptual associations.

1. Introduction

Semiotic criticism is one of the systematic approaches and theories of
the 20th century that is an interpretation of the ideas of Saussure and
Peirce and was expanded by them. This theory and approach are
considered Saussure's legacy; however, it became an independent
branch with the theories of Charles Sanders Peirce. The impact of this
branch on literary and artistic studies is more dependent on the study of
text structures; for this reason, it changes the direction of literary theory
from examining the meaning of the text to examining the relationships
existing in the text, and as a result, a more precise analysis is provided.
Regarding semiotics, many theorists analyzed and studied signs; but the
science of semiotics was founded with the theory of Ferdinand de
Saussure. Semiotics is analyzed and studied as a science that studies the
life of signs in the heart of social life. In this branch of criticism, both
prose and fiction works and poetry are addressed. The sign of semantics
is the result of the evolution and development of semiotic studies that
began with the studies of de Saussure. By considering signs in a specific
relationship with words and the fluid space of the text, this science
explains how signs will end up producing meaning and in a way cause
its multiplicity and fluidity, and in this way, meaning is freed from its
mechanical and frozen state.

Among the critics who have dealt with the semiotics of poetry is
Michael Riffater, a French-American critic who believed that a
coherent and precise theoretical framework should be found for a more
accurate reading of a poem. Regarding Riffater's theoretical position, it
should be stated that he grew up and was raised in the midst of the
structuralist movement and developments and, like Jakobsen, he
believes that poetry is a special use of language that emphasizes the
message. In his book The Semiotics of Poetry, Riffater proposed a
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semiotic framework for reading poetry that has been widely used. He
believed that in order to study a literary work, one should choose a
method that comes from literature itself. It can be understood from
Riffater's theories and opinions on the semiotics of poetry that the
significance of poetry depends on understanding the relationships
between signs and organizing them based on a set of specific structural
rules. According to Rifater, in poetry and literary works, we are dealing
with two poles of meaning: first, the explicit meaning with an emphasis
on explicit signs, and in the next stage, the hidden and esoteric meaning
of the poem, which is obtained in connection with the entire poem.

Apart from these, Riffater also pays special attention to the reading
of the text. In general, he wants to find out which factors cause a
meaning to be formed in the reader's mind when reading the text; for
this reason, in his works he has tried to answer questions such as which
processes transform the text into a literary work. In his opinion, the
reader's reaction to the text or the meaning he gets from the text.

Many works can be examined and analyzed based on Rifater's
semiotic approach and a new understanding of them and their
intratextual meaning can be achieved. Every poet creates his own
special signs in his poems. Nima Youshij's poetry also has special signs
that familiarity with can help to better understand the concepts of his
poems. The aim of the present study is to become familiar with
semiotics as a method for examining literary and artistic texts and
semiotic analysis of a sample of contemporary poetry. In this essay, we
will explain the function and semiotic scope of the poem "Moon
Flower" by Nima Youshij based on Rifater's theory.

At the end of the article, we will show which semiotic process best
clarifies the implications and messages for the reader and leads to
creative reading with a deep understanding of the text. It also shows that
the narrative and semantic plurality in Nima's works causes the fluidity
of discourse and meanings.

Research Question(s)

1- Can the approach of creative reading of Refater provide the audience
with the possibility of a deeper and more effective understanding of this
poem?

2- Does this poem have the potential to be analyzed within the
framework of structuralist semiotics?

3- To what extent can the cryptic findings resulting from creative
reading be adapted to the surrounding environment and society?
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2. Literature Review

The reader-oriented approach has been considered by many theorists,
and finally, in the late twentieth century, Michael Refatter proposed the
theory of literary competence in the interpretation of poetry. He
developed his theory in The Semiotics of Poetry (1987), arguing that
only readers with literary competence are capable of understanding the
inner and deeper meaning hidden in the inner layers of poetry.

Michael Riffater (1924-2006), a French-American critic,
distinguished the function of poetic language from the function of
ordinary language by presenting the structuralist theory of poetry. He is
one of the reader-centered critics and attaches great importance to the
creative reader. He always adheres to the structuralist principle that the
internal relations of the text are of the greatest importance in its study.
However, his subsequent theory on the semiotics of poetry indicates
that he tries to turn to hermeneutics while maintaining the theoretical
framework of structuralism. This is why his theories are examined
under the topic of hermeneutic structuralism, and it is noted that every
poem is formed at the time of reading and every literary phenomenon
is not only the text itself, but also its reader and the set of reader's
reactions to the content and perception of the text are considered to be
the main elements of the literary phenomenon.

According to this theory, poetry is a specific use of language, and
poetlc language emphasizes the message as its goal, and the play of
signs “increases from the pole of the language of science to the
language of poetry” (Safavi, 2012, p. 222). This theory shares with the
New Criticism approach that states that every poem and literary text is
a unified whole, each part of which reflects the theme emerging from
the whole. This theory is also an understanding of the way in which the
reader processes the text and understands its meaning, in which sign
systems are not applicable without the intervention of the human
subject, and the reader discovers the experience of the literary nature of
the text. The core of Riffater’s semiotic approach is that literary works
acquire their meaning through semiotic structures that link their
separate words, phrases, sentences, key images, themes, and rhetorical
devices. (Allen, 2010, p. 166). As a result, if we consider a poem or
literary text as a connected set of sentences, we have limited its meaning
and have reduced it from the vast world of poetry and literary text to an
incomprehensible string of unrelated parts and segments, while the
impact of semiotics on literary studies is the study of the structure of
the text and the examination of the relationships existing in the text,
which provides the basis for deep and systematic analysis.
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According to Michael Refater, when reading poetry, the existence
and formation of the work of art acquires meaning in the process of
creative reading, and he believes that the literary work is not only the
text, but also the reader's reaction to the text is considered a part of the
literary work. After reading and identifying non-grammatical norms, he
seeks lexical coherence in the entire structure of the poem, identifies a
central core, and then justifies grammatical deviations, and considers
the textual context of the poem as a set of hypograms (lexical and
conceptual associations). A poem or literary text constitutes a system
of meanings that emerges through processes such as accumulation and
descriptive system. Accumulation occurs when the reader encounters a
set of words that are related to each other through a single semantic
element that is a common signifier. Accumulation arises through an
emphasis on multidimensional signifiers; This multidimensionality
causes the displacement of words and semantics, and the reader comes
closer to the meaning of the poem. Accumulation emphasizes the type
of relationships between words and also the common and co-basic
concepts in the literary text.

For a correct semiotic analysis of Michael Rifater, the concept of
accumulation, the description system, the hypogram, and the matrix
must first be stated. These will be discussed after reading the
"exploratory" post-action; then the poem "Moonflower" will be
examined based on this approach.

Accumulations, descriptive rhymes, hypograms and their
relationship with intertextuality, the matrix, create the structure and
construction of a poem or literary text and give unity and integrity to
the poem. According to Riffater, a poem or literary text is the result of
the change and transformation of matrices, and matrices are the content
or theme or implications hidden in the superstructure of the poem that
are discovered by the reader's literary ability. Ultimately, the structural
network of a literary text cannot be obtained directly, but is obtained
through accumulations, rhymes and associations, and ultimately gives
unity to the text.

3. Methodology

In the Refater method, attention to the reader and his importance in
understanding the work is very significant; as a result, the literary text
and its meaning cannot be separated from the role that the reader plays
in understanding the work. The reader also includes his own views in
understanding and comprehending the work, and as a result, he will
have an approach that includes interpretation and hermeneutics. As a
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result, the reader has a huge contribution to reading the text; a reader
who has literary ability has left direct reading behind and, in dealing
with non-mandatory obstacles, has the ability to connect more deeply
with the poem and its signs. This reader, through reflexive or indirect
reading, understands and analyzes the accumulations, descriptive
rhymes, and hypograms well, reaches the structural matrix of the poem,
and ultimately this matrix structure gives unity to the poem. Using the
semiotic model of Rifater's poetry, we will analyze the poem
"Moonflower" and focus more on the implicit reading and semiotics of
its inner layers.

In this article, an attempt has been made to evaluate some
interpretations from the perspective of their justifiability based on the
aforementioned evidence, using a scientific method and citing the
evidence in the text, so that a documented and valid reading of the poem
can be presented in the end. To achieve this goal, the method proposed
by Michael Rifater, a prominent French semiotician and poetry scholar
living in the United States, regarding the decoding of poetic texts has
been used. A method that, by proposing the idea of understanding
poetry in terms of the poem itself and not by referring to external
realities, sets aside all historical and social considerations in the process
of understanding meaning, and by proposing the duality of imitative
reading and semiotic reading, considers poetry as a field for
representing a central idea that is reflected in the text in various ways.

4. Results

Gol Mahtab's poem can be analyzed using the Riffater model, and with
this type of model, the codes and messages of the poem can be accessed
and creative reading can be achieved. By examining Riffater's model,
we come to the conclusion that his emphasis is on the recipient of the
message and that he believes in creative and exploratory reading, in
which the audience does not seek a predetermined meaning, but
analyzes and finds meanings and propositions based on his own
findings and mental data.

Using this model and the drawing of hippograms, we reached the
signs and messages used in the poem and the poet's technique for
indirectly presenting meaning and exploratory reading, and we came to
the conclusion that the poet also hides codes behind the appearance of
the words that need to be analyzed and explored.

It is clear that Nima is talking about the rise and fall of the revolution
that has passed over his country. These cases reveal themselves in a
retrospective and exploratory reading from within the accumulations
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and descriptive poetic systems and lead to a deep understanding of the
poem; in such a way that the poem passes from the mimetic level in the
process of reading and goes to a higher level, namely the semiotic level,
and it is here that the unity of the poem and its significance can be
sought. The space of the poem shows that the poet is seeking change
and transformation in order to cast aside habits and sees a glimpse of
this transformation and transformation in the distance and prepares
himself for the revolution, but the further he goes, the more he sees this
space abandoned and distant and he perceives the fence of oppression
and conflict in the context of society more vividly than the light of
lanterns and finally abandons it.
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