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Preface

A Strange Farrago of Grave and Gay


One summer afternoon, while delivering a lilac to the grave of my mother-in-law, I crossed through a constellation of elder gravestones, many memorializing people who had long passed out of living memory. Beloved: 1822–1879. Never forgotten: 1859–1898. In loving remembrance: 1830–1892. A few lived into the twentieth century: 1859–1902, 1895–1952, 1900–1945. Some of these modest, lichen-covered stones bore the stars and eagles of World War I veterans. Then the realization sprang unbidden into my mind that these companions, now in silent pastoral slumber in this humble glade, blooming trees overhead and the ripe fields below, had lived through the height of the Omar Khayyám craze. Partly, this is the effect of working on a research project for a number of years: eventually, everything reminds you of your subject, whether you want it to or not. Nevertheless, my random observation while paying homage to a lost loved one holds true. And nothing is more Omarian than that—the flora, the summer, the flower, remembrance of those who have passed, the view of the world here and the mystery beyond, and the peace and companionship of the garden.

The ancient travelers resting under the trees almost certainly had heard of the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, The Astronomer Poet of Persia, Rendered into English Verse, if not actually read it themselves. Or if they had not read the transmogrification of ancient Persian poetry by a shy country gentleman, these travelers who abode their hour and went their way had certainly seen an illustration by Maxfield Parrish or Edmund Dulac, or by any of the other myriad artists who illustrated gift books and calendars based upon the Rubáiyát. Or they would have seen the mass of exotic advertising either based on, or inspired by, the Rubáiyát, now called “Omariana.” If these folks lived long enough to see Bob Hope and Bing Crosby singing and riding a fake camel in front of a rear-projected desert scene in The Road to Morocco (1942), they would have heard the titular song break into recitativo in the final two stanzas:


We certainly do get around

Like a complete set of Shakespeare that you get

In the corner drugstore for a dollar ninety-eight
 
We’re Morocco bound

Or, like a volume of Omar Khayyam that you buy in the Department  store at Christmas time for your cousin Julia We’re Morocco bound

(We could be arrested)


William Shakespeare and Edward FitzGerald (1809–1883), together in the corner drugstore, commercialized in a commercialization of the exotic Far East—yet more Omarian influence. Very appropriate.

The Rubáiyát was a literary and pop-culture phenomenon (a rarity for poetry of any age) that inspired numerous parodies, a great deal of artwork, a fair amount of early scholarship, a surprising amount of music, and a modicum of controversy. According to the Bibliography of the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, the poem had been translated into fifty different languages by 1929. Contemporary journalist Manan Kapoor, writing for Sahapedia, an Indian arts and culture magazine, claims that “The Rubáiyát has over 2000 editions and reprints, had been translated into more than 70 languages (from Japanese to Swahili) by almost 800 publishers, and illustrated by over 220 artists, worldwide.”1
 Kapoor then goes on to point out the many problems with provenance in the Rubáiyát—the misreading and misstatement of a foreign culture—and concludes that the Rubáiyát “lends some truth to the Italian saying traduttori traditori—translators [are] traitors.”2


Despite its nature as neither an authentic translation nor a homegrown invention, the Rubáiyát thrived for decades. At one point, it famously outnumbered both Shakespeare and the Bible in The Oxford Book of Quotations.
3
 And the poem was an international bestseller (no one knows for sure how many were sold) and inspired a number of other translators to try their hands at the Persian originals, none achieving anywhere near the heights of fame. The poem was so well-worn that World War I POWs in Germany’s Ruhleben Camp4
 were capable of publishing a parody of the Rubáiyát in their camp magazine:


Wake! For the Glories of the Rising Sun

Remind us of another day begun.

 There is the old routine to live again,

The weary round before the Day is done.



Hark how the cock crows welcoming in the day!

Arise my Little Ones to work or play;

 And cheat the ultimate Design of Fate;

And pass the all too slothful Hours away! . . .



For here and there, above, below, about,

Though you may look for ways of getting out,

 ‘Tis Labour vain and ill-repaid, as some

In Stadtvogtei would prove to you, no doubt. . . .

A wonderous, motley crowd are we, and queer, Made more so, possibly, in the long year

 Of tedious Trivialities and Talk,

Sans Wine, sans Cash, sans Women, and Sans Beer.


In good Omarian fashion, the Rubáiyát stanza lends itself to easy rhyme, and Omar’s purview turns the sour truth of life into linguistically dexterous good humor. A “rubai” is a quatrain rhymed a/a/b/a; in fact, the word means “quatrain” in medieval Persian. The term “rubáiyát” is simply the plural form of the noun and generally refers to “a collection of rubai.” FitzGerald measured his stanzas in perfect iambic pentameter, the favorite meter of English poetry, while maintaining the lighthearted epigrammatic and aphoristic tone of the originals. What is interesting about “The Rubáiyát of Ruhleben Camp” is that the POW-authors understood the ethos of the original well enough to mimic its wordplay and sentiments. The Ruhleben Camp poem is a good English rubáiyát, an indicator of how FitzGerald’s accessible masterpiece affected the climate not only of literature but of perspective as well.

Over the course of time, the Rubáiyát has lent itself to a number of creative endeavors. Witty Edwardian novelist H. H. Munro frequently published social satire under the pen name “Saki,” an honorific translated from Persian as “cup bearer,” which he took from the second edition of the Rubáiyát; his short story, “Reginald’s Rubáiyát,” is briefly discussed in chapter 11. Agatha Christie titled one of her mystery novels The Moving Finger, a murder mystery centered on a mysterious writer of poison-pen letters. The famous line “The Moving Finger Writes” from Rubai 51 (1859) is also a punchline for Sheldon Cooper, a rather punctilious theoretical physicist on The Big Bang Theory, although the poem was obscure enough by air date that the allusion was probably lost on most of the audience. “The Finger” is an overt metonym for fate and/or the will of God. Its image is that of a massive animating force, like the outstretched hand of God in Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel, which provides life or, in Omar’s vague existential cosmology, limits its progress, as it did for Sheldon Cooper, who was denied the chance to meet his comic book idol, Stan Lee.

Martin Luther King Jr. used Omar’s metaphor in his 1967 speech “Beyond Vietnam” when he said, “There is an invisible book of life that faithfully records our vigilance or our neglect. Omar Khayyam is right: ‘The moving finger writes, and having writ moves on.’” The Moving Finger did not stop writing there, however. Its polarity is reified in 1998. With good Omarian dark humor, Bill Clinton, wishing aloud that he could undo his affair with a White House intern, says to the nation,


But one of the painful truths I have to live with is the reality that that is simply not possible. An old and dear friend of mine recently sent me the wisdom of a poet who wrote, “The moving finger writes and having writ, moves on. Nor all your piety nor wit shall lure it back to cancel half a line. Nor all your tears wash out a word of it.”



Had Omar, the fictional character, ever met Clinton in the flesh, he would have directed the president away from the “moving finger” and its inexorable record of moral failing (and perhaps a bit of self-pitying) and toward stanza 9 with its imperatives to reject the auspices of power:


But come with old Khayyam, and leave the Lot

Of Kaikobad and Kaikhosru forgot:

 Let Rustum lay about him as he will,

Or Hatim Tai cry Supper—heed them not.


Kaikobad and Kaikhosru are ancient Persian kings; Rustum is a legendary medieval Persian warrior; and Hatim Tai is a medieval Arab poet and famous philanthropist (hence the invitation to dinner)—all of the appropriate caste for the likes of an American president. Eschew them all, Omar says. Abandon the spotlight and abjure the corridors of power, Omar advises. Heed not the powerful, the fearsome, or the wealthy, no matter how friendly they are. Or perhaps, predicting public opprobrium, Omar would recite stanza 45:


But leave the Wise to wrangle, and with me

The Quarrel of the Universe let be:

 And, in some corner of the Hubbub coucht,

Make Game of that which makes as much of Thee.


Throughout the Rubáiyát, Omar rejects scientists, professors, doctors, and the intelligentsia in general. His alternative to the sphere of human achievement is disengagement from the hurly-burly in a place of quiet repose, symbolized by the garden—this is the first step toward the prophetic escapism Omar privileges over wisdom and industry. His counterintuitive embrace of inactivity as inoculation against the world’s ills is part of Omar’s droll humor and the part that gives the poem its unique piquancy.

Randomly enough, the tragic documentary, Grey Gardens (1975), reveals that the main subject, Edith “Little Eddie” Bouvier Beale, has scrawled this very line across one inside wall of her dilapidated mansion, high up next to the joint to the ceiling so that it overlooks the room. Beale and her mother, Edith Ewing “Big Eddie” Bouvier Beale, were eccentric and reclusive ladies (the first cousin and aunt of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, respectively) who had fallen into poverty and mental illness. Like gothic protagonists, these two women refuse to leave their ancestral family estate even as it falls into ruin and official condemnation. Their time on screen reveals personal obsessions with their past as wealthy socialites in the Jazz Age. The “Moving Finger” here represents the inability to return to a purer state of being, a terrible metaphor forged from real life, and an irony in context which Omar-the-narrator would certainly appreciate. “I was going to write another line by Omar Khayyam,” Little Eddie says on film, “We come like water, and we go like wind,” slightly misquoting stanza 28 of the first edition, “I came like Water, and like Wind I go,” as if metaphorizing her own passage through time. These two odd examples from the entertainment industry actually illustrate a central tenet of the Rubáiyát, namely its ability to host polarities. Sheldon Cooper expresses the poem as a hyperbolic punchline; Little Eddie Bouvier inscribes the poem as a heartrending motto. Comedy and tragedy.

FitzGerald himself seems to have understood this duality in the nature of rubai. In his “Introduction” to the 1859 edition, FitzGerald describes the original Persian practice of organizing collections of rubáiyát in alphabetical order based on the first letter of each individual stanza. “As usual with such kind of Oriental Verse,” FitzGerald writes, “the rubáiyát follow one another according to Alphabetic Rhyme—a strange Farrago of Grave and Gay.” That particular phrase—“a strange Farrago of Grave and Gay”—stands out as representative of both the literary progenitor and the literary child. FitzGerald’s Rubáiyát is indeed “Grave and Gay,” just like its source material. He managed to maintain this mix of polarities when he brought the work of Omar Khayyám over into English. The word “farrago” indicates confusion, a mass of material heaped together without clear form or function. From this, FitzGerald recrafted the Persian originals into a modern form grouped by themes and images.

Nobel Prize-winning playwright Eugene O’Neil’s coming-of-age comedy Ah, Wilderness takes its title and its theme of escapism from the “Oh, Wilderness were Paradise enow!” from the 1868 edition of the Rubáiyát. The famous “Jug of Wine” stanza was a “Double Jeopardy” question on the January 21, 2019, episode of the popular game show Jeopardy (none of the contestants got it). However, Jeopardy writers generally work within a confined field of knowledge—using the same source material for multiple questions—and the Rubáiyát was again a question on May 19th, 2022. When host Ken Jennings asked, “What Persian poet had the name ‘tentmaker,’” the first contestant to answer tentatively guessed “Rumi,” but the long-standing champion Ryan Long answered correctly, “Khayyám” (probably after studying perennial subject matter for the show). FitzGerald’s poem also has a cameo in director Terry Gilliam’s absurdist dystopian feature film Twelve Monkeys as a (typically) exoticized reminder of mortality. All this is to say that well-read works of literature have a textual life apart from the work itself, but the Rubáiyát is unique in that it generates a literary ecosystem of sorts. Joining the ranks of Homer, William Shakespeare, E. A. Poe, and individual masterworks such as Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, the poetry of Sylvia Plath, Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights, and Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, the Rubáiyát creates its own family of literary scions, a continually renewing slew of complementary texts, recreations, and legends.

In addition to its company with world-class authors, the poem has inspired, amused, or irritated poets to either create satire (with titles such as The Rubáiyát of Bachelor, The Rubáiyát of OhHowDryIam, and The Rubáiyát of a Persian Kitten) or pop-culture pulp novels and even movies. French Lebanese author Amin Maalouf based his historical novel Samarkand on the legend of Omar Khayyám and on a fictionalized American adventurer, Benjamin O. Lesage, who finds the original manuscript which he then loses on the Titanic, ironic considering that a jewel-encrusted edition of the poem was actually lost in that famous disaster. Two silent films, Omar the Tent Maker (1922) and A Lover’s Oath (1925), share the glamorization, romance, and perceived inhumanity of the Far East as invented by Victorian authors. These, and two other mass-market novelizations (Omar, the Tentmaker by Nathan Haskell Dole and Omar Khayyám by Harold Lamb), played upon the perceived romanticism, nostalgia, and glamor of the Far East, a conception generated by English literature. All three novels are treated in the fourth chapter of this book. A juvenile adventure story, Omar, the Wizard of Persia, had a brief run on the radio in 1931. “Oh! For the glamourous, misty east,” the broadcast begins, “oh, for the deserts burning sands, the voice of ancient Persia speaks to the heart of him who understands.” Not a rubáiyát rhyme scheme, not even good poetry, yet it sums up the stubborn idea that the Far East is a numinous landscape filled with sorcery and adventure. As recently as 2005, a feature-length movie The Keeper: The Legend of Omar Khayyám modernizes this topos, combining romantic comedy with fantasy adventure. This film is also treated in the Chapter 11.

At one point in time, FitzGerald’s poem itself was a significant prop in popular culture. The dialogue between Eulalie McKechnie Shinn (the prudish wife of the mayor of River City, Iowa) and Marian Paroo (the wholesome public librarian, love interest, and heroine) of the 1962 movie version of The Music Man works because, though Jeopardy contestants in 2024 might now recognize it, the Rubáiyát’s fame was enough in the twilight of the Eisenhower Era to create ironic dialogue about its meaning and character:

Marian Paroo: Good afternoon, Mrs. Shinn.

 Eulalie McKechnie Shinn: Don’t change the subject. 

Marian Paroo: Something the matter?

 Eulalie McKechnie Shinn: The same thing is the matter as is always the matter here. Look! Is this the sort of book you give my daughter? This Ruby Hat of Omar Kay-ay-ay- I am appalled!

 Marian Paroo: I did recommend it. It’s beautiful Persian poetry. 

Eulalie McKechnie Shinn: It’s dirty Persian poetry. People lying out in the woods eating sandwiches. Getting drunk with pitfall and with gin. Drinking directly out of jugs with innocent young girls. No daughter of mine—

Marian Paroo: Mrs. Shinn, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyám is a classic. 

Eulalie McKechnie Shinn: It’s a smutty book, like most of the













































Notes


	1. https://scroll.in/article/927555/why-edward-fitzgeralds-Rubáiyát-of-omar-khayyam-is-one-of-the-most-controversial-translations-ever

	2. Manan Kapoor, Sahapedia. https://scroll.in/article/927555/why-edward-fitzgeralds-Rubáiyát-of-omar-khayyam-is-one-of-the-most-controversial-translations-ever


	3. See Dick Davis, “Introduction.” Ruba’iyat of Omar Khayyam. Penguin, Poetry Library. 1989.

	4. The anecdote comes from the long-standing Omar Khayyam online newsletter. https://omarkhayyamRubáiyát.wordpress.com/2013/12/29/the-Rubáiyát-in-ruhleben-camp-omar-khayyam-in-the-first-world-war/


	5. https://famoushotels.org/hotels/cairo-marriott-ghezireh-palace


	6. Donald W. Olson & Marilynn S. Olson. “Zodiacal Light, False Dawn, and Omar Khayyam.” Correspondence.


	The Observatory (Vol. 108, 1988.), 181

	7. P. 108.

	8. Bernard Richards. English Poetry of the Victorian Period 1830–1890 (New York: Longman, 1988), 80.

	9. Valerie Kennedy. “Orientalism in the Victorian Era,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Literature ed by Deidre Shauna Lynch (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 18.

	10. Letters 1: p. 256.

	11. The discovery of this phrase and its implications belongs to Adrian Poole in his “Introduction” to the anthology. FitzGerald’s Rubáiyát: Popularity and Neglect. See page xxi.
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