Poetry and the Sensitive World:
A Comparative Perspective on the Poetic Course of
Sohrab Sepehry, Arthur Rimbaud & William Blake
Negin TAHVILDARY
Shahid Beheshti University of Tehran

Poetry has been one of the most popular art forms among Iranians in pre-modern
and modern times. However, foreign readers are most likely to have heard of our
classical poets such as Ferdawsi (known for his epic Book of Kings), Jalal al-Din
Mawlavi (known in the West as Rumi), Hafiz (whose lyrical poems were translated and
commented on by Goethe), or Saadi (whose bestseller is The Rose Garden).
Although Iranian traditional poetry enjoys enormous popularity in many countries,
modern poetry has unfortunately remained almost unknown. Until the end of the
nineteenth century, poetry was the dominant literary form of expression in Iran but by
the end of the twentieth century, prose had acquired more prominence. None the less, the
tradition of Persian poetry retained its importance in the twentieth century through great
poets such as Nima Yushij, Mehdi Akhavan- Saless (1928-1990), Ahmad Shamlu (b.
1926), Forugh Farrokhzad (1935-1967) and Sohrab Sepehry (1928-1979).1
Along with the poets mentioned above, Sepehry, who was also an avid painter,
revolutionized the traditional forms of Persian poetry. He was born in the beautiful city
of Kashan on the border of the Great Iranian desert and from an early age, the tranquil
desert surroundings helped the young Sohrab to develop a true love for nature and for the

people around him. Soon, he began to write about objects, also painting them. 2 His
education in painting as well as his skill in composing poems made him an architect of
the modern poetic edifice.
This child of the desert also made long visits abroad and spoke French and English
perfectly. Indeed, Sepehry had a universal culture: he read most of the great European
and American contemporary poets as well as those of Latin America and Asia. Hence,
his portrayal of his surroundings was inspired by the effects of European poetry.
However, until very recently, and certainly prior to the translation of his works into
different languages, Sepehry, like most of his fellow Persian artists, was completely
unknown. 3 Misunderstandings shadowed his career as a writer and artist and it is now
left to later generations to recognize his importance.
This was also the case for Rimbaud and Blake: Blake’s contemporaries called him a
harmless lunatic. John Ruskin (1819-1900), the greatest British art critic and social
commentator of the Victorian Age, felt that Blake’s work was ‘diseased and wild’, even
if his mind was ‘great and wise’. 4 But this was what we believed yesterday about Blake. 5
In the twentieth and now twenty-first centuries, new critical approaches have seen Blake
recognised as a highly original poet, artist and writer. Similarly, recent generations of
French critics ha ve made us realise how incomplete our knowledge of Rimbaud was. The
long tradition of critical literature on Rimbaud has grown to enormous proportions over
time. However, the old point of view, shared by both critics and editors, has been
completely discredited. 6
Blake and Rimbaud may have survived and be read all over the world; however, the
great Persian poet still remains an enigmatic figure. Initially, Sepehry’s poetry was not
accorded a favourable reception by the intellectuals of the day due to the fashion for
shallow Marxist critique s. Some contemporary artists criticized him as a naïve petty

bourgeois, indifferent to the dominant socio-political events of the time. Although most
readers are likely to be attracted above all to his sensual, affective imagination, there are
a small number of critics who wonder what the poet aimed to show ‘at the edge of
nothingness’, ‘beyond the patient lights’, and ‘above the sky paused for thought’
(Friend).
Indeed, Sepehry’s poems have not only an emotional effect but a profound
intellectual and philosophical influence on the inner life of individuals which should be
taken into account. It is also necessary to review the stereotypical formulas used in
relation to him, which variously provoke the most sincere admiration or opposition.
Perhaps our poet will have to wait, like his European fellows, for a century or more, to
be recognized or perhaps studies such as this will gradually increase his accessibility. It
is hoped that one day a complete study of this poetic imagination will be written. For the
moment, however, the present discussion must limit itself to reading Sepehry through
Rimbaud, and Rimbaud through Blake.
There is no doubt that Rimbaud’s experiment in having recourse to visionary art
and images 7 looks back to Blake and we have certain proof attesting to the inspiration
Sepehry drew from these two great artists. 8 The parallels between these great men are
many, but this paper focuses on their imaginary world s.
Reading Rimbaud, Blake and Sepehry from a thematic critical perspective allows us
to chart their respective creative impulses as these emerge through their texts. In spite of
different cultural and religious backgrounds, one can trace striking similarities between
the poets’ imaginary universes, or what we might call an ‘alchemical fraternity’ in favour
of poetry. 9 In order to uncover the essence of their alchemical universe and to ‘discover
[their] interior “scenery”’, 10 I shall apply Gaston Bachelard’s analysis of the ‘manner of
being in the world’ to each poet, with due regard to the four elements of nature, and use

the method of Jean-Pierre Richard’ – a combination of critical and creative poetics, or
‘poésie critique - in order to reveal key features of their imaginary universes. 11 Through
their analysis of the imagination of matter, or elements (Bachelard’s ‘l’imagination de la
matière’), these thematic pioneers offer us a typology of the ‘material imagination’.
Following the the matic method of Bachelard in his book, Water and Dreams, water, as
the alchemical principle of metamorphosis will be considered as the main natural
element in their poetry. However, the aqueous element also combines with the other
elements of nature, especially light; and this combination gives rise to ambivalent images
which, for Bachelard, are considered to be successful images. 12
It should, however, be noted that although Rimbaud, Blake and Sepehr y are called
great nature poets – and doubtless they are – they differ from other purely literary
figures. In fact, whilst nature poets are variously dominated by the force of natural
elements, our poets’ manner is entirely different in that nature is simply forced to submit
to their purpose. Moreover, their focus is not on objects but on their feelings about those
objects: they are concerned less with describing nature than with suggesting the feeling
nature arouses in them and, consequently, what they apprehend in nature will be what
modifies their sensations directly.
Rimbaud’s poetry is an attempt at immediate understanding and discovery of the
truth without going through the objective deductions of the rational mind: the narrator of
The Drunken Boat glides down ‘unconcerned’ rivers to ‘tepid water’, ‘grey and blue’;
then, for ten nights, is tossed about by the ‘tumultuous water’ of the open sea. 13
Similarly, the elements of rural life emerge, with extreme accuracy, from Blake’s verses.
His feelings in Songs of Experience arise from a literal and ecstatic experience of nature
which consists of things to be felt, and his vision is an example of natural impressionism:

Summer, for example, passes through the valleys with its ‘fierce steeds […] [who] sit
down […] on some bank beside a river’ and ‘rush into the stream’.
In their poems as well as in their paintings, both Sepehry and Blake look towards
nature, illustrating a completely worked-out universe. 14 In the course of Water Footsteps,
Sepehry confronts various forms of created life, showing less interest in nature’s
concrete specificities than in their effects:

Let’s taste the light,
Let’s test the weight of a village night
and balance the dreams of a gazelle.
Let’s fathom the warmth of a goose’s nest
without troubling the order of the grass.
[...]
Let’s go down to the sea and cast our nets
and entrap the zest of waters.
Let’s weigh the gravity of existence
in a lifted pebble.

Since light and water act as the essential elements for the metamorphoses in all three
poetic universes, the image is subject to constant modifications. They have indeed
discovered a technique for dislocating the elements of the ordinary world of experience
and re-associating them in their imaginary universes. All three ha ve reached the point
where they do not hesitate to take nature to pieces and reconfigure it into a different
shape. 15

In The Drunken Boat, Rimbaud’s images tend to dissipate as he contemplates them
and as the boat ‘float[s] down unconcerned Rivers […] the giant snakes devoured by
vermin fall from the twisted trees with black odors!’ and ‘Drowned men sank backwards
into sleep!’ In certain other texts, like the first of the two called City, the scene has been
completely taken apart and reassembled so that the ‘city’ is one seen only in dreams; the
poet, as ‘an ephemeral […] dissatisfied citizen of a metropolis believed to be modern,
since all known styles have been evaded […] see[s] the new ghosts rolling through the
dense and eternal smoke of carbon’. Blake, whose poems offer another example of the
poet taking the external world apart and putting it back together differently according to
the needs of the imagination, went through the same transformation and sought to
express these metamorphoses in Songs of Innocence and of Experience or in The Book of
Thel where the poet’s eyes perform the work of dissociation. 16 In The Torrent of Sun,
Sepehry seems rather to be playing a game of staring at a scene until its elements
dissociate themselves from one another before his eyes and re-associate in a harmonious
manner so that a new and wonderful relationship can be established between phenomena.
By removing the traditional categories of logic and perception, our poets manage to build
their imaginary universes: in a dissolution of the opposition between animated and nonanimated worlds, a shift occurs from the elements of nature to human/animated life and
vice versa. 17
This being the case, personifications are manifestly produced through their verses.
As Blake suggests in Jerusalem, ‘Rivers & Mount[a]ins Are also Men; every thing is
Human’. Blake, as the great nature-mystic poet of the nineteenth century, expresses this
vision in The Price of Experience:

It is an easy thing to laugh at wrathful elements,

To hear the dog howl at the wintry door, the ox in the
slaughterhouse moan;
To see a god on every wind and a blessing on every blast

Animism also reigns in Water Footsteps, which is, in fact, a long monologue on the
nature of creation:

I saw the face of loneliness
pressed to the window glass and felt
a kindling of fervour.
Thought idled. Now life
seemed to have turned into new year’s rain
and maples full of thrushes.
[…]
Here I’m close to the world ’s beginnings,
I can feel the rhythms of flowers. I know what it is to be water,
to be the green of trees

One of the innovative features of Sepehry’s poems is inviting everyone to ‘wash
out’ their eyes and look at their surroundings differently:

We need to rinse our eyes and view
everything in a different light.
We should cleanse our words
to be both wind and rain.

Or in Blakean terms: ‘If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear
to man as it is, infinite’ (Marriage of Heaven and Hell). Moreover, this experience
makes identification with the most ordinary of things possible. In Songs of Experience, it
is a common fly that Blake identifies with:

Am not I
a fly like thee?
Or art not thou
A man like me?

Equally, in Rimbaud’s thinking ‘“I” is some one else’. In the Visionary Letter, the wood
finds itself metamorphosed into a violin, then into a man who discovers himself to be a
poet and, as re-associations continue, from the initial violin, he becomes the entire
orchestra. 18 The attentive reader of Eight Books may realize that the artist’s poetic course
proceeds in the same way. Inspired by Krishnamurti, Sepehry believes in a new
philosophy of reality where things escape from the empire of habit or reason:19

Life’s not something,
we put on the mantel of habit
and forget.

In a sort of fusion of ego with poetic cosmogony, our poets attempt to show that the
world exists inside us and not apart from us. The ego of the poet, this microcosm, simply

a thing among all others, remains interdependent with the universe, the macrocosm. The
ego no longer stands against the Other, but rather becomes the Other.
These three poets share a Mystical Cosmology: they speak the same language,
use the same kind of symbols, deal with the same realities. Investigating the ir semimystical universes from a Far Eastern perspective, one can uncover how they
elaborate a system of mythological figures to give flight to their imaginations. In
Jerusalem, Blake explicitly addresses Eastern ideas which preoccupied him
throughout his life (Sufism, Buddhism and Hinduism). 20 In Marriage of Heaven
and Hell these ideas find their fullest expression as the poet confesses: ‘The
philosophy of the east taught the first principles of human perception’. Impressed
by the Orient, Rimbaud makes us think of the ‘Sons of the Sun’ who come from
India (Vagabonds). Through his love for India, he became familiar with the
primordial language of myths. 21 Through mythological personification, Rimbaud
symbolically expresses different aspects of nature in Ophelia, and in The Season he
provides a complex mixture of prophecy and social criticism. 22
Sepehry’s familiarity with Indian thinking and, particularly, the Hindu trinity
(Vishnu, Brahma and Shiva), explains the strange parallelism of thought between the
Persian poet’s mythic philosophy and that of Buddhism. Sepehry even confessed in a
poem, also called Buddha, that ‘Every being had become a Buddha’. Furthermore, he
seeks his mythical ancestors in the Water Footsteps and thinks that he might be
‘descended […] from a plant in India, a shard from Sialk’. Similarly, the residence of his
friend is ‘at the foot of the fountain where spout out the myths of the Earth’. 23
Perhaps it is here that we come closest to an explanation of the similarities between
the philosophy of these three great men, for all are related to Buddhist thought. Rimbaud
and Blake have an affinity with the Oriental mind and express it in the symbols and

language available to them from their Western cultural heritage, while Sepehry expresses
it in terms of his Eastern (and precisely, Persian) culture. 24
One of the most significant common figures in their poetry is the lotus or water
lily. 25 From the earliest Indian collection of Buddhist sutras comes this description of the
beginning of the world:

Between the mountains there were many rivers, flowing in all directions along a
hundred different routes, moving slowly downhill, without waves. The rivers were
shallow and their banks weren’t steep, making them easy to ford. The water in them
was clean and pure, and flowers floated on the surface in abundance. The currents
were full of them.

Similarly, descriptions are given in The Book of Thel for ‘The Lilly of the Valley’. Blake
and Sepehry have even written a poem with this title. In Water Lilly (Nenuphar),
Sepehry refers to one of the Hindu figures where the four- faced Brahma is seated in the
lotus position, an allusion to the Buddhist sutras which says that the lotus has four
virtues: scent, purity, softness and loveliness:

Behind the dream’s glass doors
and in the marsh-depths of mirrors,
wherever I had deadened
a corner of myself,
a Nenuphar was growing.

Rimbaud refers to this flower on different occasions: the mythological figure of Ophelia
is first compared to ‘some great lily, pale’, surrounded by ‘ruffled water- lilies’ and in the
poem What is said to the poet about the flowers he refers to the sacred characteristic of
this flower which is used by ‘young communicants’. 26
Moreover, as we know, Rimbaud and Blake were both desperately unhappy in
Europe – the Occident - and were persuaded that somewhere outside the ir world there
must be some better place, not Europe and not the Occident, but their opposite and thus
an Orient. 27 The word is not the name of a place but a symbol to express their opposition.
Rimbaud speaks in The Season for example, of an Orient where life would definitely be
preferable to the one he has known in Europe. 28 The world Blake seems to have wanted
is entirely different from the one in which he was living. Away from the characteristic
delusions of the West, 29 his ‘chambers of the East’ are ‘chambers of the sun’ (To the
Muse). A distinctive world is even brought into being in Sepehry’s poetry, the features of
which may be easily identified. There are references to Mesopotamia, the lands of the
eastern Mediterranean, the Garden of Eden30 and the myth of the Fall. Their poetry is
thus not only a search for origins but for an elsewhere.
The speaker in Sensation is detached from his home world and completely free – as
always in the midst of nature – to go where he wants; if only he can determine where he
wants to go. He will, in any case, go far away, and there will be no more restraint upon
him from wandering within the whole universe, like a ‘gypsy’. Similarly, Blake makes
poetry a means of metaphysical and psychic adventure. Undeniably through all his great
poems, an angelic call can be heard, a sign to a journey of discovery and self-discovery,
of pleasure and exploration. Hence, he believes that ‘none by travelling over known
lands can find out the unknown’ (All Religions Are One). Sepehry’s poems, too, have all
the charm of the poetry of departing trains, steamers, and open roads. In Traveller the

poet may be heard simply talking about the journey, the route, the message, the
experience. Expanse of Green is also full of sudden departures:

Tonight I shall go;
Toward the wordless vast which ever calls unto me;
[…]
I’ll go away from this strange soil
On which
No one wants to awake the heroes in love
[…]
I must go farther, farther
There is a city behind the seas
Where the windows open to manifestation

This departure toward an unspecified but deeply desired goal is followed by a euphoria
in which everything is beautiful and arouses pure delight, a region somewhere out of this
world where one may escape ennui through entirely new experiences, a utopia that can
be found not on earth but in poetry and daydreams. 31 In Song of Highest Tower, for
example, the figure of ‘oblivion’ must not be dismissed. ‘The point is to arrive at the
unknown by the dissoluteness of all the senses’. 32 ‘[The poet] attains the unknown! Since
he has cultivated his soul, which was rich to start with, more than anyone else! He
reaches the unknown’. 33 Blake also attempts to attain the Unknown in his Land of
Dreams, a completely strange space where ‘the open road leads nowhere in particular’
and the poet, in wonderment, asks: ‘O, what land is the Land of Dreams? What are its

mountains, and what are its streams?’ But he is sure that it is where ‘One sets out in joy’.
And Sepehry too lives in an Oasis in a moment:34

If you’re coming to call on me,
I’m somewhere beyond nowhere,
There’s a place beyond the nowhere
where pathways branch in the air

Nevertheless, he believes that there is some place behind this ‘nowhere’. Thus, we
witness the revelation of a new, unknown world where feelings, materials and colours are
associated in an unexpected way. 35
In parallel, the four elements play a part, providing a metaphorical language for the
poets: Rimbaud creates his feeling of a scene through metaphors such as ‘a pink bell of
fire’ or ‘a fog in the afternoon, green and tepid’. Blake’s ‘the morn blush’d rosy red’
offers a similar example in The Angel and Sepehry’s canary is that ‘yellow wire of song’
who sings on ‘[a] tree greener than the God’s dream’. Through their lines, the reader
discovers a search for words and images which evoke and reinforce a visual, colourful
and coherent impression. In a way, their paintings are the song of colours and dreams in
the context of nature, whilst their poems are the reflection of this atmosphere in the form
of words, a reflection which also elaborates a system of correspondence between sounds
and colours.
The poetry of Rimbaud is presented in the form of a symphony in ‘white E, green
U, red I, blue O and black A’ (Vowels). The play of light and dark in Sepehry’s poetry is
accompanied by the music of nature: ‘to draw the reeds and their shades on water’
(Expanse of Green). We can see, therefore that there is another art form to which our

geniuses are also sensitive: music. Indeed, whether he knew what he was doing or not,
Blake recorded an epiphany. His poems have a special spirituality that is connected to
the deep inner life of human beings, ‘to hear sounds of love in the thunder-storm and
destroys [sic] our enemies’ house’ (Price of Experience).Similarly, Sepehry’s poems are
so peaceful and spiritual that they glide down to one’s deep inner self at any time and in
any place. The reader needs only a sharp ear for listening to the music of language and
an eye for the ultimate meanings of minute forms and colours in lyric poems such as
Water Footsteps:

to the indefinable damp of hay,
I hear the breath of the garden’s voice.
Darkness cries as it slides from a leaf.
At home I hear a tree cough
and water sneezing out of stone.
[…]
I hear the footfalls of desire,
the lawful tread of blood in the veins,
and at dawn inside the well
the wings of stirring pigeons.
[…]
Rain falls upon the wet
eyelids of love, upon the aching
music of adolescence
in pomegranate enclosures.

Thus, the rhythm of the poem is determined by the rhythm of the experience to which it
refers. For all three, there is a kind of fusion of ego with language; they write as if they
breathe. This is what Richard calls ‘fluidity of style’. 36 Within their verses, there is a
magical correspondence between the names and the things that they indicate such that
the letters of the alphabet seem to become the intermediaries between the imaginary
universe and the material world. 37 Their language is not that of the lexicon; this is not the
language of exchange, but an operational one that generates a new reality. As Sepehry
claims: ‘inside the word dawn, dawn will rise’. Moreover, he thinks that it is necessary
that ‘the word can become wind itself’, ‘can even become rain itself’. Blake also remarks
in the opening stanza of Auguries of Innocence:

To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower

And Rimbaud writes in the Letter to Paul Demeny, on « the future of poetry », ‘any word
[is] an idea’. Thus, ‘to fix his giddiness’, Rimbaud forges ‘a poetic verb accessible in all
the sensations’. 38 His style, while modern, is largely naturalistic, so that he can develop a
philosophy of nature and of human relations with it.
These artists strive for originality, that is, they strive to influence rather than to be
influenced, and by virtue of the effects of their creative impulses, they aim to make a
difference. As Blake believes, they ‘[m]ake [their] own laws’, in order not to ‘be a slave
to another man’s’. 39 It is, therefore, their ultra-contemporary character that has an effect
on us. All three felt the need for a new language so ‘[i]t is the time for a universal
language to come!’ (Letter to Paul Demeny) Rimbaud is the explorer-poet who first
discovered the limits of poetry. Blake also combines a variety of styles in his writings: he

is at once an artist, a lyric poet, a mystic and a visionary, whose work has always
fascinated readers. As for Sepehry, although his poetry is based on the foundations of
classical compositions, it clearly differs from them. His words are strange; they do not
just create meaning; they can also create emotion and mood. Almost every word in his
poems is ‘impressive’; they say a lot and define by themselves. Indeed, every word
describes itself so clearly that there is no need to offer further explanation. The result is a
certain concision in their writing]:

Our orchard had once been a place
that lay in the shade of meaning,
where plants and feeling ran together,
where mirror, cage and glance were one,
an arc of fortune ’s green wheel.

In few words he manages to create a poetic purity. The exclamatory nature of his
expression, its nominal quality, the absence of verbs and the elimination of every
unnecessary syllable generate his originality.
Rimbaud’s techniques of discontinuity may also prove to be a measure of the
immense evolution in poetry over the last century: sentences are frequently incomplete;
conjunctions are missing, ellipses are used almost everywhere. His music is thus made
by the frequent use of silences, spread out in his verse. 40 This is a simple music whose
richness comes from the many and long silences which envelop the text, like that
‘sublime Trumpet full of strange piercing sounds, Silences crossed by Worlds and by
Angels’. Blake, too, ‘seeks’ his silence through the Night and through the silence of the
birds in ‘their nest’. Witnesses of the insufficiency of language, our poets evoke the

silence which imposes its rhythm and even seems to control the words. This reminds us
of the memorial beginning of the poem The Way to the Orchard where Sepehry says:

Come. Dissolve in a line
of silence like a word.
In the palm of my hand
melt love’s glowing bulk.
Warm me. In the deserts

In addition to painting, music and literature, one can therefore say that the most
sublime art for our poets is their creation of a new and original language which is the
language of silenc e; a language which ensures harmony in the union of the human being
with nature. 41 Indeed, according to Bachelard, poetry is no more than the first
phenomenon of silence. 42 In Alchemy of the Word Rimbaud says: ‘I turned silences and
nights into words’; and in As Nothing, We Gaze, Sepehry claims that he ‘is astounded by
the repair of silence’. Water Footsteps is also full of these silences:

In the empty silence of my want
I was brushed by a fleeing, lone voice.
[...]
Silence shines all around
as a swallow falls from the Spring sky.
[...]
We’ll sprinkle seeds of silence between syllables.

It may be that Blake wanted to put air in his ‘silent valleys’. The same is also true of the
monometres in Rimbaud’s Album Zutique which allow a regular rhythm. Silence vitalizes
the poets’ style by means of a discontinuity of words and a non- achievement of images.
This denunciation of speaking is either a form of revolt, as is the case for Rimbaud in Bad
Blood where he remarks that he prefers ‘to keep silent’, or a recognition of the
insufficiency of language that our poets face. 43 Certainly, Sepehry feels that human
language is incapable of self-expression; hence there are many pauses, three points, dashes
and ellipses which mark the absence of his speech. It is, for instance, in the following terms
that he describes his preoccupation in the Traveller:

My preoccupation is necessary
- or the murmur of amazement
in the friction between two words
will be lost.
Love awakens detachment
and echoes distances -

To conclude, then, by expressive cuts, suggestive alliterations and contrasts
between the terms of ordinary language, our poets create a pure poetry that enables the
reader to witness to ‘an hour of new literature’, to be witness to the sudden appearance of a
‘new language’, ‘[a] language […] summing up everything, perfumes, sounds, colours’. 44
They effect a fusion of nature as it is described by realists with the imaginary spectacle and
it is here, like a conjunction point, that the three imaginary universes meet.
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