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SUMMARY		
 

Choosing the symbolist movement as the subject of this study is justified by the 

fascination that poetry can emanate and the passion implied by decrypting the mysterious 

atmosphere of the beginnings and historic turning points. At the end of the XIX – Th century 

French symbolism marks the moment when poetry and art take on a journey that would 

change them forever. 

 Essential to this movement is a new attitude. The creator of art must assume it in 

order to adapt to an ever changing environment and a new type of consciousness. Symbolism 

adapts the poetic text rhetoric to match this new consciousness preparing it for the future – the 

leap to modernism.  

It is a certain unity in diversity that characterizes this movement, and the purpose of 

this work is to emphasize the various aspects that defines it in such a manner that at the end 

one could have a clear image of what is not and, more important, what is symbolism and how 

it succeeded to change the cultural face of Europe. 

The new artistic code ensured the rebirth of poetry bringing it closer to the present. 

The perspective that opens is a double one; on the one hand it honors tradition and on the 

other hand reaches toward the future. It manifests preoccupation for maintaining a proper 

balance between signified and significant, without restricting the liberty on any of them. It is a 

successful mix of the two. Poetry no longer transmits ideas or feelings it creates them. 

The traditional means prove to be insufficient for the new way of creating art, and 

therefore redesigned to better suit its purpose. This is how the basis of the modern poetry 

comes to life. The fundamental ideas that come to be during symbolism are of the outmost 

importance due to their innovative character, their viability and fecundity. Poetry and lyrics 

are now equals, suggestion becomes an aesthetic criterion, free verse is validated, poetry’s 

thematic area of inspiration is enlarged and language becomes autonomous as music is. 
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In the chapter dedicated to French symbolism we present the premises that formed the 

basis for this literary movement. We first focused our attention upon Hugo Friedrich’s work, 

entitled The structure of modern lyrics, a reference project that follows, typologically, the 

stylistics of modern poetry after Fleurs du Mal. Symbolism in the context of modernism 

represnts the actual result of the intellectual pursuits that start to coagulate since before 1800. 

Some tendencies present in the last half of the XVIII – The century present theoretical 

importance for the European evolution of lyrics in the second half of the next century. The 

works of authors like Jean Jacques Rousseau or Denis Diderot will later be perceived as the 

origin of numerous attitudes specific to symbolists. 

The symbolist school proposes a strategy change, aesthetics is no longer the 

democratic result of common sense, obsolete by then, but tends towards the particular and the 

unique. The symbolist ideology is not a fashion result but a response to the spiritual crisis 

generated by the bourgeois revolutions that took place in Europe beginning with the XIX – 

Th. century. Historical data can confirm the social atmosphere of that time, and can provide 

the explanation of most artistic attitudes. The social metamorphosis imposes a certain change 

in the way poetry is created and in what it stands for. Poets internalize their emotions as a 

response to a spiritual crisis that cannot be solved otherwise  

The year 1885 is usually associated with the debut of symbolism in France, but the 

first manifestations of symbolist ideas take place 15 years earlier. In 1867, Mallarmé’s 

personal letters prove that the poet, 25 years of age at that time, had	 already clarified the 

principles that will guide his whole creation. He considered that his duty, as poet, was to 

express his interiority in a particular and unique way. In 1870-1871 P. Verlaine writes and 

promotes Art poétique, later, in 1872 Rimbaud writes The Illuminations, and in 1875 

Mallarmé finishes Apremidi du un faun. It is obvious that at the time Moréas publishes his 

manifesto the symbolist movement was already a part of the cultural landscape of the time.  

In French symbolism there are three generations of poets: the first represented by 

Stéphane Mallarmé, Paul Verlaine, Arthur Rimbaud; the second represented by René Ghil, 

Jean Moréas, Henri de Régnier, Fancis Vielé- Griffin, Stuart Merril, Emile Verhaeren, Albert 

Mockel etc.; and the third by  P. Valéry and P. Claudel. 

At the beginning the symbolist artist is faced with a limited perspective, caused, 

among other things, by the technical advance. The poet finds himself trapped in the material 

nature of things and therefore tries to escape it by aspiring toward the unseen face of reality. 

Here we can identify the source of the concept of pure poetry. Knowledge is now obtained 

trough intuition. The principle of imitation that governed art creation until that time is 
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replaced by suggestion. Music is highly essential to symbolist poetry, due to its unique 

capacity to express the ineffable. Music has something that poetry aspires to create for itself, 

its own language. But in order to adopt the attributes of music poetry must abandon all 

rigidity. 

Symbolism had the power to emphasize, in all the cultures that it influenced, 

individual values, representative for the national character, concentrating them around the 

fundamental elements of its aesthetic. 

In the section dedicated to Romanian symbolism we analyze all the factors (historical, 

social and literary) that influenced the aesthetic of the movement in our country. As we follow 

its development, we uncover the portraits of the poets we consider to be representative.  We 

consider their biography to be revealing, offering data about the context in which they created 

and lived. 

In our literature we distinguish four stages of the symbolist movement: the theoretical 

stage 1880-1889, is dominated by the figure of Alexandru Macedonski; the stage when the 

new ideas are transformed into works of art 1899-1908, dominated by the figure of Ștefan 

Petică; the stage of plenitude, dominated by the figures of George Bacovia and Ion 

Minulescu; and the last stage when the movement becomes literary history. 

In the section dedicated to the theoretical creation of symbolist aesthetic we analyze 

the articles and studies published by the main promoters of the movement. From the criticism 

point of view we expose the first reactions that belong to the old school of criticism: Mihail 

Dragomirescu, Ion Trivale, Grabet Ibrăileanu, Eugen Lovinescu, Felix Ardeca; followed by 

the ones belonging to the new school of criticism: George Călinescu, Ov. S. Crohmălniceanu, 

I. Pillat, Dumitru Micu, Matei Călinescu, Tudor Vianu. The old school provides us only with 

fragmentary informations that can only create a scarce image of what symbolism meant in 

that era. The new school presents us with a systematized set of data most precious to the 

understanding of the essence of what this movement stands for. 

 

The chapter aiming the rhetoric of Romanian symbolist poetry reflects the way in 

which the originality and novelty of the symbolist aesthetic materialize in the work of: Al. 

Macedonski, Şt. Petică, G. Bacovia şi Ion Minulescu. 

In this chapter we intended to used the pragmatism of statistical means for the benefit 

of the research. We used statistical analysis to obtain a quantitative parameter useful for 

identifying the particular construction that gives expressivity to the poetic text.  The current 
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trend in analytical study is to value the specificity of the artistic creation, and it becomes less 

important referring to precepts or patterns. So we intend to pursue the specific tools of each of 

the four poets studied. 

We start with some considerations about the formal aspect of the study: a clear 

indication of the material on which the analysis was conducted, strophic structure analysis 

by the number of lines and some general considerations on the type of versification. 

For the phonological aspect, our approach has been focused on “ictusul forte” which is 

by far the most important prozodic parameter, because he gives structure to the poetic 

discourse, marks the limits of verse, makes the rhyme perceptible and creates conditions for 

the text strophic organization. Indeed, we owe to the “ictusul forte” the ability to write correct 

under dictation poetry without deceiving us on the border between the lines, even when they 

are white1. 

We quantified the words at the end of verses by number and frequency. For each of 

the poets reviewed, are shown in tables the first approx. one hundred most frequent words as 

they appear in the “ictusul forte” position. 

Statistical analysis of the rates of various types of rhyme, depending on the position of 

strophe, pursues these types of combinations: aaa, aabb, abba, abab, aaxx, axxa, axax, free. 

Free was used where there is no rhyme relationship in the series of analyzed lyrics. For each 

line we analyzed the relation of rhyme within seven consecutive verses, three before, three 

after the analyzed verse. The data are tabulated and presented as a percentage for each author.  

The rhymes found were classified by the depth. We presented the result in graphical 

form as number of lines for which rhyme has a depth of 2, 3, 4, 5 or more than 5 letters. The 

starting point in the decision to pursue this parameter was rhyme classification method 

presented by Mihai Dinu in Ritm şi rimă în poezia românească2. 

We describe below the procedure by which we achieve the lexical analysis of the 

material. 

Identification of the total number of words and the number of different words has been 

done using specialized software on the electronic version of the text regardless of signs and 

spelling, when using hyphen we counted the both forms united by it. Words that appear in the 

title of poems are not included in the analysis. The sorted database, containing the form of 

words and their frequency in text, was checked manually and each item brought to the 

                                                            
1 Mihai Dinu, Schimbări de paradigmă în abordarea structurii versului clasic românesc, în Studii și cercetări 
lingvistice, București, Institutul de Lingvistică „Iorgu Iordan ‐ Al. Rosetti" al Academiei Române, 2/2006, p. 245. 
2Mihai Dinu, Rim și rimă în poezia românească, op. Cit. p. 232‐255 
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dictionary form, respectively, the nouns to the nominative, singular, rigid, adjectives and 

adverbs to the masculine singular, verbs to the infinitive form, etc. For this step we have 

reported to the explanatory dictionaries published by the Iorgu Iordan Linguistic Institute.  

The amount of vocabulary, so identified, reported the total number of words to find 

frequency index for the respective author. We present a list of the top ten forms as they appear 

in the text and the first approx. hundred positions by frequency of occurrence in the amount of 

vocabulary (dictionary form of words used).  

We analyzed Zipf's law distribution of values by following the distribution of word 

frequency based on the rank in the frequency table. Charts are compared in order to capture 

the differences. 

The grammatical aspect is being developed through the considerations relating to the 

particular preference for a specific morphological part. Based on the original text we specified 

for each word, the corresponding morphological part. We isolate the full meaning words eg. 

noun, verb, adjective, adverb and track the following parameters:  

noun/verb/adjective/adverb,  

amount	of	vocabulary	no
the	full	meaning	words	no

 

noum	no
adjective	no

 

noum	no
verb	no

 

verb	no
adverb	no

 

To get the image of the texts stylistic value we isolate from the amount of vocabulary 

the first approx. hundred nouns in descending order of frequency. We present similarly, the 

first approx. a hundred adjectives and verbs. In the case of verbs we present additional the 

first fifty forms as they appear in the text. 

From the information collated, as has been described above, we highlight specific 

benchmarks of the atmosphere and the themes of the poetic work. These markers are 

fundamental pillars of that work.  

We analyze the share of terms associated with key symbolist universe markers: 

chromatic, acoustic, urban aso. These data are centralized in spreadsheet.  

The end of the paper focuses on the main constants that define the symbolist poetry 

rhetoric: correspondence, musicality, free verse, symbolist evasion and   urban poetry.  
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The symbolist poetry rhetoric is the recipe for success of a technique that made 

possible the evolution of both poetic image, through the various availabilities of suggestion 

and symbolization, and the formal vocabulary regeneration restoring the suppleness of the 

poetic verse.  

Finally we focus our attention upon the main coordinates that define symbolist poetry 

rhetoric: correspondences, musicality, free verse, evasion poetry and urban poetry. Symbolist 

poetry rhetoric is a successful formula that made possible a double evolution, first at the level 

of poetic image trough probing all suggestive and symbolic availabilities, and second on the 

formal level by regenerating poetic vocabulary and gaining verse mobility. 

Correspondences become a part of the symbolist aesthetic both from theoretical and 

creative point of view. The symbolist poets is, first of all, the creator of atmosphere, things are 

not described, but suggested, felt. The shapes of the universe derive from the connection that 

is made between sounds, perfumes, colors. The impressions that are created in this way 

represent the perceptive unity of the object of poetry perceived in its sensorial dimensionality. 

Music is essential to the symbolist movement, because symbolist aesthetic wanted to 

transpose music into text as an expression of the ineffable. Closely related to musicality is the 

problem concerning the use of free verse. This concept was adopted only at theoretical level 

by the symbolist poets but highly used by the moderns. 

Evasion poetry is the artistic transposition of the incapacity to adapt of the young 

intellectuals from the second part of the XIX century. Their inability to adapt to the political 

and social reality is caused by their moral structure characterized by sensibility and the wish 

to achieve great goals, all ruined by the corrupt environment. Symbolist poets have an hostile 

attitude towards all that represent the present and the tendency for evasion dominates their 

poetry.    

The new scenery in poetry is the urban space. For the French poets the town represents 

more a state of mind than a reality per se. The urban space is a spectacle of the dissolution of 

human beings; social injustice, disease, death are omnipresent. Paris has a magnetic power 

attracting all creative energies of the moment.  Its cultural ferment goes a long way, 

Macedonski for instance wrote Rondelurile Senei under the powerful impression that Paris 

had on him. His poems covey the Parisian atmosphere, characterized by a highly 

conceptualized dimension. Returning to Bucharest he writes Noaptea de Noiembrie 

(November Night) a poetry that has both perspective and depth. The city is the place where 

ignorance and bad taste are common; luxury is ill combined with the lack of culture; and 

poverty with disease. Describing the interiors betray the real depth of the social drama.
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