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Abstract

Mystical thought, due to its attention to human emaotions, poetic sensibility,
imagination, inwardness, and its particular approaches to the world and nature, often has
great appeal. One can trace manifestations of such thought in many intellectual and
artistic movements, depending on the extent of their relationship with this domain.
French Symbolism is one of these schools that provides a suitable ground for explaining
and crystallizing the foundations of mystical thought. The present study seeks to
examine such ideas, taking as its basis what is manifested and reiterated in Persian
mystical literature—especially in the poetry and thought of Rumi—and to analyze, in a
comparative manner, their presence in the poems and theories of Symbolist poets and
critics, thereby revealing their mystical dimensions. Findings shows that the presence of
mystical ideas in European Symbolist works, in addition to their being influenced by the
symbolic traditions and Eastern mysticism, may also stem from diverse factors such as
the unity of human nature, hidden commonalities within the collective unconscious of
humankind, and their emergence in poetic inspiration and spiritual absorption. This, in
turn, results in outputs that, though differing in expression, remain fundamentally
aligned. Such correspondences open a clear path toward comparative studies, cultural
dialogue, and ultimately the vision of unity and global peace.
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Introduction

It is often assumed that the Symbolist movement was merely a form of artistic and
literary thinking in late nineteenth-century France, associated with poets such as Charles
Baudelaire, Arthur Rimbaud, Stéphane Mallarmé, and Paul Verlaine. Its foundations,
however, go back to antiquity, particularly to Platonic philosophy. Plato regarded access
to the world beyond matter as impossible, but in the nineteenth century, the idea
emerged that such transcendence could be experienced through poetry, mysticism, and
religion. For Baudelaire, the power of deep spiritual insight could, through this lower
world, glance toward Plato’s mysterious ideal realm and convey it to ordinary people—
those incapable of such vision—through the medium of symbols and signs (Baudelaire
2014, 323).

The Symbolists accomplished this effect in two ways: first, by obscuring and veiling
physical realities, thereby imbuing them with mystery and highlighting the presence of
mental forces, inner states, and thought; and second, through musicality in words, since
music lacks the explicitness of language and addresses the spirit in a mysterious and
tranquil manner.
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Symbol and Symbolism are characteristics of all metaphysical traditions, divine
religions, and Persian mystical literature. What relates specifically to Symbolism in
Western art and literature arose in reaction to disillusionment with dominant empirical
knowledge and the reign of pure reason and logic, particularly in the Naturalist period.
In its place, Symbolists turned to the logic of emotions and that which arises from the
soul and inner consciousness, believing that every human being is influenced by
mysterious inner forces and personal dreams.
Needless to say, the exploration of mystical ideas in this school does not mean that they
do not exist in other schools. Just as elements of one intellectual movement appear
within another, mystical ideas can be found, to a greater or lesser degree, in most
schools—particularly in Romanticism and Symbolism, due to their inward and intuitive
orientations, as will be discussed.
Research Methodology and Questions
This descriptive-analytical study seeks to answer two fundamental questions in a
comprehensive and reasoned manner:
o What similarities and relations exist between the Symbolist literary school and
Persian mystical literature?
« Upon what foundations and factors are these relations based?
Findings and Conclusion
Re-examining mystical ideas in the works and theories of Symbolist poets reveals a
tendency toward mystical themes in some of them. Similarly, in Romanticism, due to
the prominence of imagination, intuition, attention to emotions and the heart, rejection
of stark reality, and the search for an ideal world, such mystical tendencies and thematic
resonances between old and new — Eastern and Western works — seem quite natural.
In the inclination of Western Symbolists toward mysticism—especially toward the
profundities of Eastern mysticism—there are common elements that serve as
foundations. These include meaning-centered perspectives such as a deep gaze beyond
appearances, a transcendent view of existence, beliefs rooted in Platonic Forms, and the
conviction that everything in this world is but an image and a sign of a higher reality.
Together, these viewpoints depict the mission of all beings—including human beings—
as transcending this lower plane of existence and reaching their true archetype in the
ultimate reality. Such ideas bring the works of Symbolists like Mallarmé into alignment
with the profound mystical thought of the East, which finds its fullest and most
expansive expression in Rumi’s works.
Moreover, features such as an inward and intuitive outlook, attention to the self, and the
attribution of a prophetic role to the poet—as a seer who perceives reality differently
from others—alongside the use of symbolic language and the breaking of conventional
linguistic and prosodic rules to convey meaning, are shared goals found in both
Symbolist works and Persian mystical literature.
The Symbolist school’s special attention to human emotions, as opposed to materialism
and technological domination of recent centuries, aligns with the mystical
understanding of humankind as the mirror of divinity. The continual tension between
reason and love in mystical traditions, along with shared ideas such as annihilation,
silence, and absolute emptiness in the thought of Rumi, Indian mysticism, and
Christianity, resonate with Symbolist poets like Mallarmé. Similarly, the reflection of
themes parallel to the principle of unity-in-multiplicity—the most fundamental and
universal mystical tenet—appears both in Symbolist literature and in Eastern mystical
writings.
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The presence of these motifs demonstrates that mystical orientations overshadow other
themes in Symbolist works. Thus, it may be said that Symbolism, more than any other
Western literary school, carries a mystical hue. With its deep commonalities—
especially the issue of unity underlying the world of ideas, as in Eastern mystical
literature—it provides a beacon for comparative studies, intercultural dialogue, and,
ultimately, liberation from the divisions and conflicts born of multiplicity and illusion,
guiding humanity toward a new civilization founded on unity and global peace.
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— Baudelaire, Ch. P. (2014), collection La Pleiades, Complete Works, published by
Gallimard, volume 2, 19 ed.

— Moreas, J. (1886). “Le Symbolism”. Figaro Supplement literary, No:38, 18
September, pp: 151-152.

— Verlaine, P. (2011). Poems saturnians. tr. by Karl Kirchwey. Princeton University
Press.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Po%C3%A8mes_saturniens
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