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Abstract

In the realm of world literature and cross-cultural intellectual exchanges, few poets have
wielded as profound an influence as Omar Khayyam and his Rubaiyat, particularly in
shaping the cultural, literary, and intellectual landscape of Europe, especially Victorian
England. During this period, the middle class, bolstered by wealth from commercial and
colonial endeavors and grounded in Protestant Christian values, dominated England’s
economic, social, and cultural spheres. However, by the mid-19th century, this dominance
faced significant challenges from revolutionary thinkers such as Darwin, Marx, Nietzsche,
and Freud, whose ideas sparked spiritual and social upheaval, particularly among
intellectuals, writers, and artists. It was in this climate of instability that Edward
FitzGerald’s translation of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam emerged. This article explores
the reasons behind the enthusiastic reception of FitzGerald’s translation during this
transformative era. It argues that two key factors contributed to its success: the translator’s
personal circumstances and the broader social, cultural, and intellectual conditions of the
time. Initially, the translation served as a form of personal therapy for FitzGerald, reflecting
his own struggles and worldview. However, through its adoption and promotion by
influential figures in the intellectual, cultural, and literary fields, the Rubaiyat transcended
its personal origins to become a source of collective solace and reflection, effectively
functioning as a form of social therapy for a society grappling with existential uncertainties.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Iranian classical poets have long been celebrated as pioneers of humanistic thought
and champions of transcendent, rational values in the history of human civilization.
Among their works, Khayyam’s Rubaiyat stands out for its profound influence,
extending far beyond the East to leave a lasting mark on Western culture. Edward
Fitzgerald’s translation of Khayyam’s Rubaiyat during England’s Victorian era is
widely regarded as one of Persian literature’s most significant contributions to the
West. Beyond its literary merit, Fitzgerald’s translation emerged as a social and
cultural phenomenon. This article explores why and how Fitzgerald’s rendition of
the Rubaiyat was embraced and celebrated in Victorian society. It argues that the
translation initially served as a form of personal therapy for Fitzgerald, later
transforming into a collective therapeutic tool for Victorian society through the
endorsement of cultural and literary authorities. To support this argument, the article
delves into Fitzgerald’s personal life and examines the sociological and intellectual
developments of the Victorian era.

2. Method

This study employs the concept of “reception” from comparative literature studies
as its methodological framework. Reception theory focuses on the relationship
between a literary work and its environment, encompassing authors, readers, critics,
and the broader social context. In essence, it investigates how a work interacts with
its surroundings. Consequently, the study of literary reception aligns with the
principles of literary sociology. In this article, Edward Fitzgerald’s personal life and
the intellectual and cultural shifts of the Victorian era are analyzed as key factors
influencing the reception of his translation.

3. Reslts

The 19th century in Britain, known as the Victorian era, was marked by the rise of
the middle class as a dominant force in economic, social, cultural, and intellectual
spheres. Rooted in Protestant Christianity, this class championed values such as
order, stability, tradition, and the authority of the ruling elite. It played a pivotal role
in bolstering the British Empire by advocating for free-market economics and
industrial progress. However, the latter half of the 19th century brought significant
intellectual and cultural challenges for the middle class. Groundbreaking scientific
discoveries, particularly Darwin’s theory of evolution, destabilized the religious and
intellectual foundations of Victorian society. The theories of Darwin, Marx,
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Nietzsche, and Freud challenged prevailing beliefs about religion, economics,
morality, and sexuality, respectively. These developments sparked a crisis of
skepticism among Victorian intellectuals and artists.

Edward Fitzgerald, the translator of Khayyam’s Rubaiyat, was born in 1809 into
a wealthy family. Throughout his life, he grappled with familial strife and a lack of
close friendships. In 1856, Fitzgerald encountered a copy of Khayyam’s Rubaiyat
and embarked on its translation. For Fitzgerald, this endeavor served as a form of
personal therapy, helping him navigate his own mental anguish and existential
struggles. He found solace in the themes of pessimism, doubt, the transience of life,
and the pursuit of pleasure that permeate Khayyam’s verses.

Initially, Fitzgerald’s translation of the Rubaiyat received little attention.
However, its fortunes changed when it was discovered by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, a
leading Victorian poet and painter. Rossetti and his contemporaries in the Pre-
Raphaelite movement were drawn to the Rubaiyat’s themes of love, fate, and the
ephemeral nature of life, which resonated deeply with their artistic sensibilities. As
a result, the translation gained widespread popularity among artists and intellectuals,
serving as a balm for the spiritual and intellectual crises of the era.

Fitzgerald’s translation of the Rubaiyat began as a personal therapeutic endeavor,
allowing him to cope with his own emotional and psychological struggles. However,
its reception by Victorian intellectuals and cultural authorities transformed it into a
form of collective therapy. Khayyam’s Rubaiyat was embraced as a response to the
era’s intellectual and spiritual upheavals, becoming one of the most significant
literary works of the Victorian age. Its themes of existential reflection and the pursuit
of fleeting pleasures provided comfort to a society grappling with profound
uncertainty.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Edward Fitzgerald’s translation of Khayyam’s Rubaiyat initially served as a
personal therapeutic outlet, enabling him to navigate his own emotional turmoil and
personal losses. However, its acceptance by Victorian cultural and intellectual elites
elevated it to the status of collective therapy. The Rubaiyat resonated deeply with a
society in the throes of spiritual and intellectual crisis, offering solace and reflection.
As both a literary masterpiece and a cultural phenomenon, Khayyam’s Rubaiyat
played a crucial role in alleviating the spiritual pain of Victorian society, cementing
its place as one of the era’s most enduring and influential works.
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2. Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375)

3. Gianfrancesco Straparola (1485-1558)
4. Geoffrey Chaucer (1342/3-1400)
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1. Reception
2. Therapy
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