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ABSTRACT

Since the Constitutional Era, with the flourishing translation of world
literature into Persian, contemporary Persian literature has been
significantly influenced by Western works. One notable dimension of this
influence is the creative reworking of fables by the preeminent French poet
Jean de La Fontaine (1621-1695 AD) in the poetty of this period, including
the works of Bahar, Parvin E’tesami, Iraj Mirza, and Seyyed Ashraf (Nasim-
e Shomal). This article, through a close comparative reading of Parvin and
La Fontaine's fables, demonstrates that Parvin’s work was directly
influenced by La Fontaine. Her approach, however, transcends mere
translation or retelling. She engages in an artistic and creative
intervention—modifying characters, expanding dialogues and plots, and
enriching the narratives with eloquent moral advice, rhetorical beauty, and
poetic elegance. In doing so, she elevates the anecdotal form, significantly
strengthening its educational impact. Among Patrvin’s key innovations in
this process of recreation ate: identifying and developing thematic material;
rendering fictional events with a sense of naturalism; crafting lively and
instructive dialogues between characters; selecting rhythm, diction, and
rhyme that suit the poem’s content, such that many lines achieve proverbial
status; and seamlessly weaving subtle moral points through beautiful
interpretations, similes, and metaphors. Furthermore, by altering
characters, themes, and discourse, Parvin often imbues stories similar to La
Fontaine’s with a more pronounced moral and instructive message.
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Introduction

One of the most prominent literary figures of seventeenth-century France is Jean de La
Fontaine (1621-1695), whose name, alongside Aesop's, is synonymous with the fable genre
worldwide. During the reign of Naser al-Din Shah Qajar in Iran, literary translation gained
significant prominence. The scattered translation of La Fontaine's fables throughout the
Constitutional Era prompted several Iranian poets—including Iraj Mirza, Bahar, Parvin, and
Seyyed Ashraf (Nasim-e Shomal)—to adapt and creatively rework his narratives into Persian
poetic form. In doing so, however, they were not mere imitators. Drawing upon their own
literary taste and knowledge, they imbued La Fontaine's simple, concise, and anecdotal stories
with a new and distinct character, enriching their narration, dialogue, and moral, social, and
political implications.

Literature Review

Regarding the literary genre of the fable—its history, La Fontaine's works in particular, and
their influence on and from world literature—several foundational studies exist. Mohammad
Ali Jamalzadeh addressed these themes, including the influence of Eastern literature such
as Kalila and Dimna on La Fontaine, in a series of articles titled "Fable in Persian Literature,"
published in Gowbhar magazine (beginning in February 1972). His work offers valuable
insights, such as a comparative analysis of the tale "Two Pigeons" from Anwar-¢ Sohaili and
its impact on La Fontaine's fables. Akbar Asghati Tabrizi (1980), in his article "La Fontaine
and Kalila and Dimna," outlined La Fontaine's debt to the Persian classic by analyzing three
specific anecdotes. Javad Hadidi, in his book From Sa'di to Aragon (2013), has demonstrated
Sa'di's influence on French literature. Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak, in The Forefront of Modernity in
Persian Poetry (translated by Masoud Jafari, 2005), references the broader impact of translation
on Constitutional-era poetry. Finally, Ziar Mohammad (2009), in his atticle "La Fontaine and

Persian Tales," examined La Fontaine's specific use of Persian narrative sources.

Akbar Shamian Sarukolayi (2009), in his article "La Fontaine's Tales in
Contemporary Iranian Poetry," analyzes the influence of La Fontaine's fables on poets such
as Bahar, Iraj Mirza, Parvin, and Seyyed Ashraf (Nasim-e Shomal). It should be noted,
however, that only three of Parvin's anecdotes are examined in this study. Mohammad-Reza
Shafi'i Kadkani (2011), in his book With Lantern and Mirror, includes a section titled "The
Contribution of European Countries." Here, he notes that many contemporaty poets were
influenced by European literature, including translations of poets such as La Fontaine. Finally,
Akbar Shayan-Seresht et al. (2018), in their article "Indigenization in the Translations of La
Fontaine's "The Crow and the Fox": A Movement from Extra-System to System Based on
Lotman's Theory," analyze and compate the adaptations by Seyyed Ashraf (Nasim-e Shomal),
Iraj Mirza, Nayer Saidi, and Habib Yaghmai. Applying Lotman's theory, they demonstrate
that the artistic refinement of Habib Yaghmai's poetry results from a more detailed interaction

with the source (extra-system) and a purposeful movement toward a new literary system.
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Methodology

Employing an analytical and descriptive methodology grounded in comparative literature, this
article conducts a detailed study of La Fontaine’s fables and Parvin E’tesami’s poetry. It
investigates the nature of La Fontaine’s influence on Parvin’s work, analyzing the
commonalities and differences between their texts. Furthermore, it examines Parvin’s specific
innovations in crafting morally instructive and aesthetically refined narratives, highlighting her

transformative contribution to the genre.

Discussion

Parvin E’tesami continued the tradition of crafting instructive narratives centered on animal
characters, while introducing numerous innovations to the genre. This article examines and
analyzes ten of her poems that were most likely composed under the influence of translated
La Fontaine fables. The following section presents two illustrative cases for examination.

Parvin's poem "Passion for Equality" shates its theme with L.a Fontaine's fable "The
Crow Adorned with Peacock Feathers." In Parvin's version, the story begins with a raven
who, growing weary of his own life, wanders from his nest in search of change and diversity.
He encounters a group of beautiful, proud peacocks in a garden. Collecting some of their
shed feathers, the raven adorns himself with them. As he prepares to fly away, the peacocks
discover him. They strip away his borrowed plumage, declaring that their beautiful feathers
can never conceal his inherent blackness, for his true character is evident in his behavior. La
Fontaine's original fable narrates a similar sequence: "A peacock was shedding feathers; a
bruised raven took its feathers... Then it bedecked its body with those feathers... and strutted
among the other peacocks with pride, thinking itself beautiful... It was met with taunts and
sneers for its misconduct, became an object of mockery, and had its wings and feathers
violently torn off by the peacocks."

Parvin's poem entitled "Dishonoured" corresponds to La Fontaine's fable "The
Crab and Her Daughter." While Parvin stages the debate between a pan and a pot, La
Fontaine's version features a crab criticizing her child's manner of walking. La Fontaine’s fable
begins with a subtle observation on the crab's backward motion, likening it to a strategic
maneuver: "Sometimes wise men, like crabs, / go back, take a path back to the harbor— /
this is the method of the shipment." Later, the mother crab admonishes her daughter: "God,
what is this way of walking? / Can't you walk straight?" The daughter retorts: "And how
do you walk? / How can I walk except the way my family walks? / When everyone in my
family walks crookedly, / do you want me to walk straight?"

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that at least ten of Parvin E’tesami’s poems are likely poetic and
artistic adaptations of La Fontaine's fables. In most cases, she has expanded La Fontaine's
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concise narratives through significant additions to the plot, dialogue, and conclusion, imbuing
them with a richer didactic dimension and, at times, moral and mystical insights that surpass
those of the original stories. Furthermore, Parvin fully transposes the setting and character of
the fables into an Iranian context, integrating them with indigenous intellectual, religious, and
ethical teachings. In doing so, she presents wisdom and counsel that firmly situate her work
within the tradition of instructive anecdotes in Persian literary history.

A final point to consider is that, in keeping with the classic tradition of fable-writing, the
dialogues between animal characters are not meant to reflect natural animal speech. Instead,
they serve as a vehicle for the poet's own wisdom, with the animals symbolizing vatious
human virtues, vices, and habits. In this vein, Parvin enriched La Fontaine’s relatively simple
natratives with diverse, colorful, and instructive dialogues, thereby adding significant artistic
depth. While La Fontaine’s style is characterized by conciseness, Parvin’s is distinguished by
its artistry. The dialogues in La Fontaine’s fables are notably simple, brief, and devoid of
similes, metaphors, or crafted aphorisms. In Parvin’s poetry, however, dialogue becomes the
primary arena for her literary craft. Through eloquent and impactful exchanges that highlight
contrasting viewpoints on the story's central theme, she artfully guides the reader to recognize
the validity of one perspective and the fallacy of the other.
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