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INTRODUCTION

THE JOYOUS ERRAND OF EDWARD FITZGERALD

Edward FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam is the most wildly successful book of poetry ever published. Based on unconnected quatrains originally written in Farsi in eleventh-century Persia—now Iran—FitzGerald’s English rendition was published in London in 1859. The subsequent publishing history of the Rubaiyat is stupefying. By 1929 there had been 586 editions of FitzGerald’s translation. By 2007 there had been 1,330 versions of the Rubaiyat published in the West. There have been 32 different translations into English, 48 into Chinese, 16 into Japanese, 16 into Urdu, 12 into Arabic, 5 into Turkish, 7 into Russian, 4 into Thai, 3 into Bengali, 3 into Finnish, and at least one into more than 50 additional languages. It is hard to find another book, except perhaps the Bible, that has been more widely translated, published, read, and loved.

Omar Khayyam was an eleventh-century Persian poet, astronomer, mathematician, and philosopher who lived at the end of the Golden Age of Islam and who wrote, along with much else, hundreds of quatrains (ruba’i singular, rubaiyat plural). A ruba’i is a rhymed stand-alone quatrain, a simple and basic poetic form. Its tone is usually somewhere between that of a limerick, an epigram, and an epitaph. We know as much about the person Omar Khayyam as we know about Shakespeare—that is, almost nothing. He was born in Nishapur, in what is now Iran, and is buried there. There are of course stories, legends, and myths.

Edward FitzGerald, who is singularly responsible for bringing worldwide attention to Omar Khayyam’s writing, was a nineteenth-century Anglo-Irish gentleman who led a gypsy-like or Bohemian life. He translated more than a hundred of Khayyam’s quatrains from a Farsi manuscript in an Oxford Library, editing, adding, and arranging the material into a sort of unified narrative—he called it an Eclogue—much like an Elizabethan sonnet sequence or a Spoon River Anthology. Much has been written about FitzGerald’s accuracy as a translator versus his liberties as fellow poet. What is not in question is the greatness of his English poem, the hundred and one quatrains of The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam which FitzGerald nursed through five editions. The first edition came out the same year as Darwin’s On the Origin of Species; the final one is the version reprinted here. If almost all of it comes ultimately from Khayyam, it is nevertheless FitzGerald who gets credit for recognizing the magic in the old Persian bottle and finding a way to uncork and release it into the modern world.

FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam is not rural but urban poetry. The roses, the trees, and the water are not features of the countryside but of walled gardens, the Persian word for which gives us our word paradise. The natural world is not the center of the Rubaiyat. Men and women are. Both Khayyam and FitzGerald ask big questions. Just what, please, are we doing here on earth? Who’s in charge? What is going to happen to us?

FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat is strikingly Lucretian. De Rerum Natura was a favorite book of FitzGerald’s and his own poetry shows a strong Lucretian resistance to the consolations of organized religion. There may be gods, sure, but, as the novelist John Banville asks, “What kind of self-respecting God would concern himself with the poor likes of us?” Wide open to science, to mathematics, to astronomy, and to general knowledge, Khayyam’s quatrains steer mostly clear—politely clear—of the religion of Islam, though there are nods to cultural Islam. In FitzGerald’s rendering there is also a marked anti-Calvinist strain, which has delighted American readers especially.

Oh Thou, who didst with pitfall and with gin

Beset the Road I was to wander in,

Thou wilt not with Predestin’d Evil round

Enmesh, and then impute my Fall to Sin!

FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat is also a major voice for what we may call reverse orientalism. In Edward Said’s famous view, orientalism is the Western habit of treating Eastern culture as exotic, sensual, feminized, and decadent, and therefore as “other,” that is, inferior, to the manly rising warrior West. Simon Leys summarizes Said’s position this way: “The notion of an ‘other’ culture is of questionable use, as it seems to end inevitably in self-congratulation, or hostility and aggression.” Leys challenges this in an important review, “Orientalism and Sinology,” in his last book, The Hall of Uselessness. “Why could it not equally end in admiration, wonderment, increased self-knowledge, relativisation and readjustment of one’s own values, awareness of the limits of one’s own civilization?” FitzGerald seems to have felt this way. He is at some pains to show how Khayyam and Persian culture were in some ways stronger, clearer-headed, wiser, and more passionate than the official culture of nineteenth-century England.

.  .  .

Another major source of the Rubaiyat’s appeal is its emotional honesty and psychological realism. Time and again, both Khayyam and FitzGerald face up to our individual insignificance, to the emptiness of our cherished illusions, to the pathos of our Lilliputian self-importance. But even the worst news is communicated with a saving wit and irony. For a poem famous for its celebration of wine, it comes to one sober conclusion after another. One early editor, Edward Heron-Allen, noted what he called FitzGerald’s “ornamental pessimism and transcendental agnosticism.”

What does matter for FitzGerald is erotic love, and it matters a very great deal. He has written one of the great love poems of all time, and the love celebrated in the Rubaiyat is essentially ungendered. What is perhaps most surprising is that the feelings in the poem are so intense, so authentic, so movingly articulated that we hardly notice or care whether the loved one is male or female. The Rubaiyat is filled with the euphoria of love. Its figures float “Over the Town” like the man and woman in Chagall’s painting. FitzGerald is not concerned with explicit sex or body parts, but deals instead with yearning, with longing, and with desire, as Shakespeare does in his sonnets. Simone Weil says true love is “a pure attention to the existence of the other.” There are no snarky quotation marks around Weil’s other.

FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat has been condescended to in a variety of ways. It is an impure or reckless translation, it is too popular, too easy to read and understand. It is too hedonist, too blunt in its hunger to seize the day, too alcoholic, and a failure even at anonymity. But despite all this, it is great English poetry and it has been recognized as such by Ezra Pound, E. A Robinson, and T. S. Eliot.

The Rubaiyat’s popularity speaks well for it. It’s a poem about losing and declining; it is about glory past and gone; it is also about contentment and wine. The Rubaiyat craze during the 1890s and down through the 1920s shows vividly FitzGerald’s common touch, his ability to appeal to everyone, high and low, educated or not. FitzGerald’s particular greatness is in his Emersonian representative greatness: he is able to say perfectly what we all think and feel in some fashion, and what we ourselves would say if we were able.

The ruba’i, like the limerick or the ballad, is basically a popular form, attractive to sophisticated as well as popular taste. Robert Frost saw this and used the ruba’i form for “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.” Just as Coleridge and Wordsworth drew on popular ballad-meter for their versification, and just as Emily Dickinson drew on hymns for her prosody, so FitzGerald drew on a popular format, transmuting a limerick-like cleverness into a lyrical purity and giving it the widest possible appeal.

.  .  .

The Rubaiyat also has great power to console. I learned this firsthand. My grandfather, as a young man in Indiana in the 1880s, hoped to teach. His field was romance language and literature. He spent a year studying in Paris, then one in Berlin. He became interested in Provençal poetry, wrote articles for the fledgling Publications of the Modern Language Association and landed an instructorship at Vanderbilt University. Then he fell in love with a young woman who refused to marry a penniless professor, so he gave up what he was doing, took a law degree, moved to Milwaukee, and spent the rest of his life as an estate lawyer in a large firm. He never complained about the comfortable respectable bourgeois life he and my grandmother led, but he had a hidden solace. He had learned the entire Rubaiyat by heart and could recite it front to back or back to front. He did it for himself. I never heard him do it, and it took me years to realize how profoundly this beloved man was consoled by the poetry he had in his head. Perhaps Grandfather spent time in Milwaukee, but he lived in a Persian garden in his mind. Thanks to Omar Khayyam and to Edward FitzGerald, he understood and accepted that this world is all there is, but it is enough.

.  .  .

The deepest note of the Rubaiyat, the equivalent of a great organ’s thirty-two-foot diapason, is not loss; it is not contentment, it is not consolation. It is not even the permanent power of desire. It is joy. “Surely joy is the condition of life,” says Henry Thoreau. Surely! agrees Edward FitzGerald. Joy in the beloved, joy in each all-sufficing day, joy in realizing, with a start, that the nothingness that awaits us is exactly what makes the present so valuable; this joy is the lasting gift of the Rubaiyat. As Helen Vendler so splendidly puts it, “The most modest but also the highest word for joy” is “enough.” FitzGerald knew this, and he ended the first edition of his poem on this note.

Ah, Moon of my delight who know’st no wane

The Moon of Heav’n is rising once again:

How oft hereafter rising shall she look

Through this same garden after me—in vain!

And when Thyself with shining Foot shall pass

Among the Guests Star-scattered on the Grass,

And in thy joyous Errand reach the Spot

Where I made one—turn down an empty glass!

This edition of FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam is graced with the art of Lincoln Perry. There have been more than forty different earlier illustrated editions of this now-classic book of verses, many of them running to imagery from the Arabian Nights or Victorian Yellow Book
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