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Abstract: The English Romantic period (late 
18th to early 19th century) was marked by a 
fascination with the exotic, the mysterious, and 
the sublime. Eastern or Oriental literature, 
encompassing works from Persia, Arabia, India, 
and China, played a significant role in shaping 
the themes, imagery, and philosophical 
underpinnings of English Romanticism. This 
article explores the influence of Eastern 
literature on key Romantic poets and writers, 
including Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lord Byron, 
and Percy Bysshe Shelley. Through textual 
analysis and comparative studies, the article 
demonstrates how Eastern motifs, such as the 
exotic landscape, mystical spirituality, and the 
concept of the "Other," were integrated into 
Romantic works. The findings highlight how the 
fascination with the exotic, mystical, and 
philosophical dimensions of Eastern literature 
enriched Romantic poetry and prose.  

Introduction. 

The Romantic era in English literature was characterized by a rejection of Enlightenment 

rationalism and an embrace of emotion, imagination, and nature. During this period, the 

growing availability of translations of Eastern texts, such as The Arabian Nights, Persian poetry 

(e.g., Hafez and Rumi), and Indian philosophical works, provided Romantic writers with new 
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sources of inspiration. These texts introduced themes of mysticism, exotic landscapes, and a 

sense of the infinite, which resonated deeply with Romantic ideals.  

One of the less-explored aspects of this movement is the significant influence of Eastern, 

particularly Persian, Indian, and Arabian, literary traditions on Romantic poets. The fascination 

with the East, often termed "Orientalism," played a crucial role in shaping themes and imagery 

in Romantic poetry.  This paper examines how Eastern literature, including works such as The 

Arabian Nights, Persian Sufi poetry, and Hindu epics, contributed to English Romantic thought 

and aesthetics. 

Materials and Methods 

This research employs a qualitative approach, combining textual analysis and 

comparative literature methods. Primary sources include works by Romantic poets such as 

Coleridge's Kubla Khan, Byron's The Giaour, and Shelley's The Revolt of Islam. Secondary 

sources consist of critical essays, historical accounts of Orientalism, and translations of Eastern 

texts available during the Romantic period. The analysis focuses on identifying Eastern motifs, 

themes, and stylistic elements within these works and assessing their impact on Romantic 

aesthetics.   

Results and Discussion 

Eastern literature often depicted lush, fantastical landscapes that captivated Romantic 

writers. Coleridge's Kubla Khan is a prime example, drawing inspiration from the descriptions 

of Xanadu in Chinese and Mongolian legends. The poem's vivid imagery of "gardens bright with 

sinuous rills" and "caverns measureless to man" reflects the Romantic fascination with the 

exotic and the sublime.   

The influence of Eastern literature on English Romanticism can be analyzed through 

several key dimensions: thematic borrowing, stylistic adaptation, and philosophical 

engagement. This section expands on these aspects with deeper analytical and comparative 

insights, highlighting how Romantic writers reinterpreted Eastern motifs to suit their artistic 

and ideological goals. 

1. Thematic Borrowing: Exoticism and the Sublime 

Eastern literature introduced Romantic writers to a world of exotic landscapes, opulent 

palaces, and mystical realms. These themes resonated with the Romantic quest for the sublime 

– a sense of awe and wonder that transcended ordinary experience. 

Coleridge’s Kubla Khan: Coleridge’s poem is deeply indebted to the descriptions of 

Xanadu found in The Travels of Marco Polo and other Oriental sources. The poem’s opening 
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lines, "In Xanadu did Kubla Khan / A stately pleasure-dome decree," evoke a sense of grandeur 

and otherworldliness. However, Coleridge transforms these Eastern elements into a meditation 

on the creative process and the fragility of artistic inspiration. The "sacred river" Alph and the 

"caverns measureless to man" symbolize the subconscious mind, blending Eastern exoticism 

with Romantic introspection. 

Byron’s The Giaour: Byron’s fascination with the Ottoman Empire is evident in this 

poem, which is set in Turkey and explores themes of love, revenge, and cultural conflict. The 

Giaour, a non-Muslim outsider, embodies the Romantic hero as a figure of alienation and 

defiance. Byron’s use of Eastern settings and characters allows him to critique Western 

imperialism while exploring the complexities of identity and belonging. 

Shelley’s The Revolt of Islam: Shelley’s epic poem draws heavily on Persian and Indian 

spiritual traditions, particularly the idea of universal love and resistance to tyranny. The 

character Laon, a revolutionary leader, is reminiscent of Sufi mystics who sought union with 

the divine. Shelley’s adaptation of Eastern spirituality reflects his belief in the transformative 

power of love and imagination. 

2. Stylistic Adaptation: Narrative Techniques and Poetic Forms 

Romantic writers not only borrowed themes but also adapted Eastern narrative 

techniques and poetic forms. 

The use of framed storytelling, a hallmark of The Arabian Nights, influenced Romantic 

works such as Walter Scott’s The Talisman.  The incorporation of Eastern poetic forms, such as 

the ghazal, further enriched English poetry with new rhythmic and thematic variations. Byron’s 

The Bride of Abydos is another prime example, structured in a way that mirrors Persian and 

Ottoman literary forms. 

Fragmentation and Nonlinearity: The structure of The Arabian Nights, with its nested 

stories and digressions, influenced Romantic writers like Coleridge and Byron. Kubla Khan’s 

fragmented form mirrors the dreamlike quality of Oriental tales, while The Giaour employs a 

mosaic of voices and perspectives, reflecting the polyphonic nature of Eastern storytelling. 

Lyricism and Imagery: Persian poetry, particularly the works of Hafez and Rumi, 

inspired Romantic poets with its rich imagery and emotional intensity. Shelley’s Ode to the 

West Wind and To a Skylark echo the ecstatic lyricism of Sufi poetry, blending natural imagery 

with spiritual longing. 

The Romantic imagination was captivated by Eastern symbols, such as the nightingale 

in Persian poetry (a metaphor for longing and divine love), which appeared in works by poets 
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like John Keats (Ode to a Nightingale). Additionally, Coleridge’s Kubla Khan incorporates 

imagery of sacred rivers and celestial visions, evoking themes found in Eastern philosophical 

and poetic traditions. 

The table below summarizes key Romantic poets and their corresponding Eastern 

influences: 

Romantic Poet Work Eastern Influence 

Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge 

Kubla Khan 
Chinese and Mongolian motifs from travel 
literature 

Lord Byron The Giaour Persian storytelling and themes of fate 

Percy Bysshe Shelley Alastor Hindu and Sufi philosophical themes 

John Keats 
Ode to a 

Nightingale 
Persian symbolism of the nightingale 

Thomas Moore Lalla Rookh Persian and Indian imagery 

Walter Scott The Talisman Arabian storytelling influences 

 

3. Philosophical Engagement: Mysticism and Universalism 

Eastern literature provided Romantic writers with alternative philosophical 

frameworks that challenged Western rationalism and materialism. 

Romantic poetry frequently incorporated Eastern philosophical concepts, such as Sufi 

mysticism and Hindu transcendentalism. Shelley’s Alastor echoes themes of solitude and the 

search for divine inspiration, reminiscent of Persian and Indian poetic traditions. Keats’ 

Endymion demonstrates an Oriental sensibility, with its mythic and dreamy atmosphere 

reminiscent of Eastern storytelling traditions.  

The Sufi concept of fana (annihilation of the self in the divine) resonated with Romantic 

ideas of transcendence and the infinite. Coleridge’s Kubla Khan and Shelley’s Hymn to 

Intellectual Beauty explore the tension between the finite and the infinite, drawing on Eastern 

mystical traditions. 

Romantic poets often depicted the East as a land of mystery and spiritual wisdom. 

Coleridge’s Kubla Khan presents an imaginative vision of the Mongol ruler’s palace, inspired by 

travel narratives and Eastern mythology. Similarly, Byron’s The Giaour reflects Persian 

storytelling traditions in its fragmented, nonlinear structure. Furthermore, Thomas Moore’s 

Lalla Rookh is an extensive poetic romance deeply embedded with Persian and Indian imagery, 

portraying the exotic splendor of Eastern settings. 
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Romantic writers often used Eastern settings and characters to critique Western 

imperialism and cultural arrogance. Byron’s The Giaour and The Corsair depict the East as a 

site of cultural richness and complexity, challenging stereotypes of Oriental despotism and 

backwardness . Similarly, Shelley’s The Revolt of Islam critiques the exploitation of Eastern 

lands and peoples by Western powers. 

To better understand the cross-cultural exchange between Eastern literature and 

English Romanticism, a comparative analysis is essential. This graph shows the percentage of 

Eastern themes (e.g., mysticism, exoticism, spirituality) in selected Romantic works. 

Aspect Eastern Literature English Romanticism 

Themes Mysticism, exoticism, spiritual union Sublime, imagination, individualism 

Narrative Style Nested stories, digressions, polyphony Fragmentation, lyrical intensity 

Philosophy Unity of existence, transcendence Critique of rationalism, idealism 

 

Graph 1: Comparative Influence of Eastern Themes in Romantic Works 

A closer examination of Kubla Khan reveals striking parallels with Persian poetry. The 

poem’s imagery of the "sacred river" and the "sunny pleasure-dome" echoes the Persian poetic 

tradition of using natural elements as symbols of divine beauty. Coleridge’s emphasis on the 

creative process and the fleeting nature of inspiration mirrors the Sufi concept of ishq (divine 

love) as a transformative force. 

Conclusion 

The influence of Eastern literature on English Romanticism was profound, contributing 

to its themes, narrative structures, and philosophical depth. By incorporating Eastern 

mysticism, narrative complexity, and symbolic richness, Romantic poets expanded their 

literary horizons and created works of enduring beauty. Future research could explore further 

interdisciplinary connections between Eastern philosophy and Western literary movements. 

The role of Eastern literature in English Romanticism is a testament to the power of 

cross-cultural exchange in shaping artistic and intellectual movements. By integrating Eastern 

themes, styles, and philosophies, Romantic writers expanded the horizons of their imagination 

and challenged the limitations of Western thought.   
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