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Abstract

This study aims to investigate the concept of Zaum and its
manifestations in the song-games of Fars Province. Zaum is a
linguistic and artistic phenomenon first conceptualized by the
Futurists within a theoretical framework. As it was concerned with
music and poetry, it subsequently became one of the sources of
Russian Formalism. A preliminary definition of Zaum may be
formulated as follows: if a sequence of sounds generates a word that
does not belong to any existing language and has merely a musical
value, or if semantically meaningful words, when combined in
sequence, produce a meaningless construct that retains only musical
value, such formations are considered instances of Zaum. In essence,
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Zaum functions beyond the domain of meaning. It refers to a language
that operates beyond meaning, placing primary emphasis on form,
sound, and musicality. Findings indicate that Zaum is not merely a
modern poetic device, but has long existed in vernacular speech,
lullabies, incantations, and verbal games. Based on the modular
structure of language (phonology, morphology, syntax, and
semantics), this research identifies and explains four types of Zaum:
phonetic, morphological, syntactic, and semantic. Examples from
Persian song-games such as “Bilikoo Bilikoo,” and “Kalaagh Par” are
analyzed as instances of phonetic, morphological, syntactic and
semantic Zaum. Results show that Zaum functions as a formalist
device, serving the purposes of defamiliarization, focus on linguistic
form, and foregrounding of sound.

Keywords: Russian Formalism; Zaum, artistic device; folk literature;
song-games; Fars province.

Review of Literature

Thinkers such as Velimir Khlebnikov and Alexander Kruchenykh,
pioneers of Russian Futurism, introduced Zaum as a universal, trans-
linguistic language capable of transcending the limitations of rational
discourse. This concept was later adopted by Viktor Shklovsky, one of
the most prominent theorists of Russian Formalism, in his analysis of
poetry and literary language. Shklovsky regarded Zaum as an example
of "defamiliarization" (IllknoBckuii, 1983, p. 15) a process through
which language is experienced in a fresh (new) and surprising manner.
In his essay “On Poetry and Zaum Language,” he argues that poetry
can be impactful through reliance solely on the musicality of sounds,
without dependence on meaning (LkaoBckui, 1919, p. 8). Russian
Formalism, by emphasizing on form and linguistic structure, presented
Zaum as an instance of non-referential (non-semantic) language one
that refers to itself rather than to the external world (Erlich, 2024, p.
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285). Within this framework, Zaum functions as an artistic device a
tool for foregrounding linguistic form (Sadeghi Sahlabadi, 2022, p.
323). On the other hand, Iranians studies on Zaum, such as those by
Shafiei Kadkani (2012, p. 140), Heidari and Rahimi (2014, p. 32), and
Nazari Chackmack and Rahimi (2021, p. 206), though making some
progress, suffer from ambiguities such as classifying onomatopoeia as
Zaum or using inappropriate linguistic terminology (e.g., “semiotic
Zaum”). This study aims to refine and complete this research
background by relying on the theoretical framework of Formalism and
redefining Zaum based on linguistic levels.

Objectives, Questions, and hypotheses
The main objective of this research is to examine the theoretical status
of Zaum within Russian Formalism and to analyze its manifestations
in the oral song-games of Fars Province. Secondary objectives include
identifying types of Zaum based on linguistic levels and proposing a
new framework for classifying Zaum in folk literature. The study
seeks to answer the following questions: What is the position of Zaum
in Russian Formalist theory? How is Zaum manifested in the song-
games of Fars Province? What types of Zaum exist in these games,
and how can they be classified? The hypotheses are as follows:

1. Zaum is a formalist artistic device that serves the purposes of
defamiliarization and foregrounding of linguistic form.

2. In Persian song-games, four types of Zaum phonetic,
morphological, syntactic, and semantic can be identified.

3. Zaum has existed unconsciously and continuously in folk
literature, especially in children’s songs.

Main Discussion

The term Zaum (3aymb) was first introduced by Russian Futurist
poets in the early 20th century, meaning “beyond mind” or “trans-
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meaning” (Vaskaniyan, 1993, p. 737). It is derived from the prefix
«3a» (beyond) and «ym» (mind), referring to a language that
transcends conventional semantic structures, emphasizing form,
sound, and musicality (Xne6uukoB, 1986, p. 625). Zaum plays a
significant role in folk culture, particularly in children’s games. In
songs such as “Atal Matal Tootooleh,” “Bilikoo Bilikoo,” and
“Kalaagh Par,” certain parts of the text are used purely for rhythm,
melody, and auditory pleasure, carrying no semantic message. These
songs exemplify phonetic Zaum (e.g., “Horiya,” “Agom, Bagom”),
morphological Zaum (e.g., “Hajessam o Vajessam”), syntactic Zaum
(e.g., “Araahi o Maraahi, Shams-e Del-e Garaahi”), and semantic
zaum (e.g., “Sanjagh zadam, kalak shod”). Suprasyntactic Zaum
(Janecek, 1996, p. 5) is also classified under semantic Zaum; “The
Tale of the Four Brothers”, with its paradoxical mode of expression,
serves as a good example of suprasyntactic Zaum. In these texts,
Zaum serves a purpose beyond content transmission: it creates
linguistic pleasure, strengthens social interaction, and prevents
automatization of language—aligning with Shklovsky’s theory of
“defamiliarization.” The distinction between Zaum and onomatopoeia
is essential: while onomatopoeia involves a natural connection
between sound and referent, no such link exists in Zaum.
Additionally, dialectal variations should not be mistaken for Zaum.
Identifying Zaum requires sufficient command of the language and
local dialect, as a word perceived as meaningless by one listener may
carry meaning in a regional dialect. Therefore, Zaum must be
analyzed within a precise linguistic and cultural context.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Zaum is a trans-ethnic and trans-
linguistic phenomenon that has long existed in oral literature,
particularly in children’s and folk song-games in Persian culture.

71


https://journals.modares.ac.ir/index.php?sid=11&slc_lang=en

Culture and Folk Literature
E-1SSN - 2423-7000

Vol. 13, No.65
November-Desember 2025
Research Article

b <

AT

Zaum, with its focus on form and sound, serves the key objectives of
Russian Formalism, such as defamiliarization and foregrounding of
language. Based on linguistic levels, four types of Zaum, phonetic,
morphological, syntactic, and semantic have been identified in the
song-games of Fars Province. This research, while rejecting the
mistaken identification of onomatopoeia as Zaum, offers a clear and
scholarly framework for analyzing this phenomenon in folk literature.
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