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Introduction

A loose 1859 rendering by the Victorian gentleman scholar Edward FitzGerald (1810–83) made the Persian quatrains or “Rubáiyát” attributed to the Iranian mathematician and astronomer Omar Khayyam (1048–1131) of Nishapur world-famous.1 FitzGerald’s translation of the Rubáiyát was initially discovered by poets and artists of the pre-Raphaelite movement, such as Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Ruskin, Algernon Swinburne, and William Morris, and it deeply influenced their work in the 1860s and after. The slight book thereafter took by storm a prudish Victorian world unaccustomed to its frank sensuality, celebration of wine, lovers and song, doubts about the afterlife, and agnosticism or even atheism. The message of the poems, both in the sometimes coy original Persian and in FitzGerald’s less circumspect interpretation, is that life has no obvious meaning and that it is heartbreakingly short. Death is near and we might not live to exhale the breath we just took in. The afterlife is a fairytale for children. The hard, revolving turquoise sky is gradually crushing all our friends, inexorably, as though it were the mortar and the earth its pestle. The only way to get past this existential unfairness is to enjoy life, to love someone, and to get intimate with good wine. On the other hand, there is no reason to be mean-spirited to other people.

Persian literature specialists for the most part have concluded that Omar Khayyam did not write this poetry. The origins of the Persian quatrain (ruba‘i) are controversial. The word ruba‘i derives from the Arabic word for “four.” This genre of Persian verse has four lines to a stanza (two verses with each consisting of two hemistiches). Most historians see it as a development of the 900s CE and as part of a revival of Persian literature centuries after the Arab Muslim conquest of Iran in the 600s CE. The poems attributed to Khayyam for the most part were actually composed by many hands in the 1200s through 1400s, during and after the Mongol era, and so formed contributions to a well-established genre. The skeptical find it suspicious that for over a century after his death Khayyam was not known as a Persian poet, even to those who knew him and wrote about him. If he engaged in scandalous versifying in Persian, how likely is it that none of Khayyam’s acquaintances or earliest biographers should have been aware of it? Dick Davis, one of the foremost scholars of Persian literature, concluded: “For what it is worth, and I admit it is not worth much because everything that can be said about the attribution of these poems is speculative, I rather doubt that the historical Khayyam wrote poems in Persian at all.”2

There is also a problem of voice. The poems are sometimes authored by persons of a distinctly lower social class than Khayyam. The actual Khayyam was born and educated in Nishapur in eastern Iran, showing a special interest in mathematics, science, and astronomy. He then went to Samarqand, where he furthered his mathematical studies and authored a treatise on ways to solve algebra problems through geometry. Such was his growing renown that the Seljuk sultan, Malik-Shah, invited him to serve as court astronomer in Isfahan. Khayyam there critiqued Euclid and also helped create a new and more accurate calendar, adopted by the court. In 1092 Malik-Shah died, and Khayyam fell out with his widow, such that he felt it wise to go off on pilgrimage to Mecca. When one of Malik-Shah’s sons, Ahmad Sanjar, came to the throne in 1118 and switched the capital to Merv in the east, Khayyam was recalled to service for a while and turned to further researches in mathematics. He spent his last days in his birthplace, Nishapur. While a court astronomer for the Seljuk empire at Isfahan and then Merv, Khayyam was said to be paid the princely sum of 10,000 dinars a year. The Rubáiyát later attributed to the astronomer condemn the haughtiness and opulence of the elite. They depict a world of hard drinking, of whoring and gaming, and association with lower-class tavern-goers that was miles away from the astronomer’s observatory or the sumptuous Seljuk palaces. The poetry is often set among rogues and rascals in run-down establishments. FitzGerald’s polite diction hid the poetry’s grittiness and the rough language the men use for one another (rind or rapscallion/lush; divanih or crazy).

What we now call “The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyam” is an anthology of verse that appeared over centuries, initially anonymously or attributed for the most part to other authors. The diversity of the original poets represented in the corpus that grew up is apparent in their differing vocabulary and even values. Western writers on this verse have long been confused that some of the poems seem cynical while others are tinged by the piety of Sufi mysticism. The simplicity of the four-line quatrain makes the stylistic variations less important than they would be in longer odes. It should not matter to our enjoyment of this magnificent poetry that it was produced by a crowd of artisans, world-weary notables, saucy women, and disreputable wandering Sufi mystics over the centuries.

The practice of attributing verses to a supposed author after his death was common in the medieval Middle East. Anthologists also falsely ascribed pious Persian quatrains to the Sufi mystic Abu Sa‘id Abi al-Khayr (967–1049), from what is now Turkmenistan in modern Iran’s northeast. Yet an early biographer of Abu Sa‘id flatly said he wrote no verse.3 Many of the “authors” of medieval Iran were no such thing. Their names were deployed by editors and copyists to give authority to and to organize and classify certain kinds of poetry, whether predominantly mystical or primarily secular. Likewise, many bards in various cities over hundreds of years composed the tales comprising the Thousand and One Nights, but they attributed them to a “frame author,” Scheherazade. Khayyam was adopted as such a frame author by subsequent rakish poets, who employed a common voice and referred to themselves in the quatrains as “Khayyam.” Why did libertine poets publish their work under Khayyam’s name in particular? Scientists were stereotyped as skeptics and courtiers as libertines, so it may have amused the poets to use him as the frame author for verse they viewed as a little dangerous. The poetry was likely ascribed to the elite scientist Khayyam not because he frequented run-down establishments on the edge of town in pursuit of a drink, but because the poetry is often skeptical of religious verities, and scientists, too, were known to question the latter. One of the poems attributed to Khayyam here was also ascribed to the medieval philosopher and medical genius, Avicenna (d. 1037), and he probably did not write it, either. Moreover, putting one’s own name on unorthodox ideas and calls to hedonism was unwise in many times and places in the medieval Muslim world. Just as we can continue to read the Thousand and One Nights with pleasure even though we know it is a miscellany of folk literature, the same thing is true of the Rubáiyát.

Every generation deserves new renderings of the classics. FitzGerald’s verses are often lovely and memorable, and are justly celebrated. One argument for a new translation, however, is that FitzGerald did not so much translate as improvise based on the original, or, rather, originals. Further, the Victorian style, with its archaic language and euphemisms, has drawbacks for conveying the Rubáiyát.4 The Persian poems attributed to Khayyam are in a simple, direct, irreverent, and sometimes coarse language. While to his own mind he was attempting to make the poetry accessible to his contemporaries, many of the words used by FitzGerald have a distancing effect, appealing to the exotic or the ancient, whereas the original verses are marked by immediacy.

This book is not an academic work of technical translation, since previous scholars have carried out that task.5 I have nevertheless tried to stay as close to the original as possible, while putting the verse into contemporary idiomatic English. This endeavor necessarily involved some compromises. All translation moves away from the original to some extent, of course, as is recognized by the Italian proverb, traduttore traditore—the translator is a traitor.

It is now largely forgotten that FitzGerald’s reimagining of the Rubáiyát was the most popular book of poetry in the English-speaking world from the late nineteenth century into the era of the Cold War, the Beatles, and Vietnam. It is a commonplace that the Japanese haiku had a powerful impact on English-language poetry and culture.6 That the Persian quatrain was even more influential in the late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, however, has gradually dropped out of public consciousness.7 Nevertheless, most modern literary figures of note felt the poem’s influence, and many became deeply attached to it as an aid to self-secularization in a world that was still then deeply Christian. At the level of high culture, some of the book’s popularity was driven in the 1890s by the establishment of Omar Khayyam clubs in Britain and the United States, whose elite members were insatiable in seeking out Khayyam and FitzGerald materials and memorabilia, and who shared in the fantasy world created by the poem. Clement K. Shorter, a participant, wrote of the London club:


There can be no doubt, however, that a new vitality was given to the interest in FitzGerald’s great poem by the foundation of the Omar Khayyám Club on October 13, 1892, when twelve friends sat down to their first dinner together and called it into being. These friends included Mr. Justin Huntly McCarthy, Mr. William Simpson, Mr. Richard Le Gallienne, Mr. William Watson, and Mr. Arthur Hacker, A.R.A., who designed a menu for the occasion. A dinner that took place in January of the following year had a very much larger attendance, for there were present Mr. Augustine Birrell, Mr. Walter Crane, Mr. Edmund Gosse, Mr. William Heinemann, Mr. Bernard Quaritch, and Mr. Solomon J. Solomon, A.R.A. From that day to this the club has grown in numbers, until it has included among its members and guests nearly every man of distinction in the literary life of England, and numbers of men eminent in the public life of the country.8


Members later included Arthur Conan Doyle, A. A. Milne, William Holman Hunt, and Thomas Hardy. Member Edward Clodd, a banker
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