
Edward Fitzgerald Rubaiyat Of Omar
Khayyam

Edward Fitzgerald's Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam is a masterpiece that has captivated readers since its
first publication in the 19th century. This work, a translation and adaptation of the original Persian
verses by the 11th-century poet Omar Khayyam, presents a profound exploration of life, love, and the
inevitability of death. Fitzgerald's version is not only a translation but a creative reimagining that has
infused the original poems with a sense of beauty and philosophical depth that resonates with readers
across generations.

Background of the Rubaiyat

The Historical Context

Omar Khayyam was a Persian mathematician, astronomer, and poet, born in 1048 in Nishapur, Iran.
He is best known in the Western world for his quatrains, or rubaiyat, which reflect on the transience of
life and the pursuit of pleasure. The original Persian text, a collection of poems, was written during a
time of philosophical inquiry and cultural flourishing in the Islamic Golden Age. Khayyam’s work often
grapples with existential themes, celebrating the beauty of the moment while acknowledging the
inevitability of fate.

Edward Fitzgerald: The Translator

Edward Fitzgerald was an English poet and translator, born in 1809 in Suffolk, England. He was



educated at Cambridge University and developed a keen interest in literature and languages.
Fitzgerald's encounter with Khayyam's rubaiyat began in the 1850s when he came across a
manuscript of the Persian quatrains. Motivated by the beauty and depth of the verses, he dedicated
himself to translating them into English.

Fitzgerald's first edition of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam was published in 1859, but it was not until
the 1868 edition that it gained widespread popularity. His translation was characterized by its lyrical
quality and philosophical insights, which appealed to a Victorian audience searching for meaning in a
rapidly changing world.

Structure and Themes of the Rubaiyat

The Quatrains

The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam consists of a series of quatrains, each composed of four lines.
Fitzgerald selected and arranged these poems in a manner that emphasized their thematic coherence
rather than strict adherence to the original text. Some of the most significant themes in the quatrains
include:

1. The Nature of Existence: Khayyam reflects on the fleeting nature of life and the impermanence of
all things. He urges readers to appreciate the present moment and the beauty around them.
2. Mortality and Death: The inevitability of death is a recurring motif. Khayyam contemplates the
unknown that lies beyond life and encourages a carpe diem attitude.
3. Love and Pleasure: The pursuit of love and enjoyment is celebrated, with a focus on the sensory
experiences of life. The poems often suggest that one should indulge in the pleasures of the world
rather than deny oneself.
4. Faith and Doubt: Khayyam often grapples with questions of faith and the existence of a higher
power, reflecting the tensions of belief in a world filled with uncertainty.

Fitzgerald's Artistic License

Fitzgerald's approach to translation was not strictly literal. He took considerable artistic liberties,
reinterpreting Khayyam's verses to create an English version that resonated with Western
sensibilities. His choice of words, rhythm, and imagery often diverged from the original Persian text,
but this creative freedom allowed him to capture the essence of Khayyam's thoughts and emotions.
Critics have debated the merits of Fitzgerald's approach, with some praising his lyrical genius while
others lament the loss of the original's nuances.

Impact and Legacy



Reception of the Rubaiyat

The initial reception of Fitzgerald’s Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam was mixed. The first edition received
little attention, but subsequent editions garnered significant interest, particularly after it was
embraced by notable literary figures such as the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. The work struck a chord
with the Victorian public, who were drawn to its themes of existential questioning and hedonism
during a time of rigid societal norms.

By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Rubaiyat had become a cultural phenomenon, inspiring
countless adaptations, illustrations, and artistic interpretations. It was often quoted in literature and
became a staple in the libraries of the educated elite.

Influence on Literature and Art

Fitzgerald's translation led to a resurgence of interest in Persian literature and the broader field of
Eastern philosophy. The Rubaiyat inspired numerous poets, writers, and artists, including:

- W.B. Yeats: The Irish poet was influenced by the themes of mysticism and existential reflection
found in the Rubaiyat.
- Alfred Lord Tennyson: The renowned poet laureate was known to have admired Fitzgerald's work,
which informed his own poetic explorations.
- Visual Artists: The Rubaiyat has been illustrated by several artists, including Edmund Dulac and
Arthur Rackham, who captured the ethereal quality of Khayyam's verses through their artwork.

Modern Interpretations and Adaptations

Contemporary Relevance

The themes of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam remain relevant today in an increasingly complex and
uncertain world. Many modern readers find solace and inspiration in Khayyam's reflections on life,
love, and mortality. The emphasis on living in the moment and appreciating beauty resonates with
contemporary philosophies that advocate mindfulness and presence.

Translations and Adaptations

Numerous translations and adaptations of Khayyam's work have emerged since Fitzgerald's initial
rendition, each offering a unique perspective. Some notable translations include:

1. Reza Saberi: A contemporary translator who aims for a more literal interpretation while retaining
the poetic quality.
2. J. C. Cooper: Known for capturing the mystical and philosophical aspects of Khayyam's work.
3. A. J. Arberry: A respected scholar who has provided a scholarly translation that remains closely



aligned with the original text.

In addition to translations, the Rubaiyat has inspired various forms of art, including music, theater,
and film. Its verses have been set to music, and adaptations have explored Khayyam’s themes
through dance and drama.

Conclusion

Edward Fitzgerald's Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam stands as a testament to the power of poetry to
transcend cultural and temporal boundaries. Through his imaginative translation, Fitzgerald
introduced a Western audience to the profound insights of an 11th-century Persian poet, igniting a
fascination that continues to flourish. The themes of love, mortality, and the quest for meaning
resonate as strongly today as they did over a century ago, ensuring that Khayyam's legacy endures in
the hearts and minds of readers around the world. The Rubaiyat remains a cherished work, a source
of wisdom, and a celebration of the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Edward Fitzgerald and what was his contribution to
the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam?
Edward Fitzgerald was an English poet and translator best known for his 1859 translation of the
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, which introduced the Persian poet's work to the English-speaking world
and popularized the quatrain form.

What themes are prevalent in the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
as translated by Fitzgerald?
The themes in Fitzgerald's Rubaiyat include the fleeting nature of life, the pursuit of pleasure, the
inevitability of death, and a sense of existential reflection, often interspersed with hedonistic
enjoyment.

How did Fitzgerald's translation differ from the original
Persian text?
Fitzgerald's translation is more of a poetic interpretation than a direct translation; he took liberties
with the text to convey the emotional essence and lyrical beauty, often reshaping the original verses
to fit the English poetic tradition.

Why is the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam still relevant in
contemporary literature?
The Rubaiyat remains relevant for its exploration of universal themes such as love, mortality, and the
quest for meaning, resonating with modern existential questions and the human experience.



What impact did Fitzgerald's Rubaiyat have on Western
literature and culture?
Fitzgerald's Rubaiyat had a significant impact on Western literature by inspiring a fascination with
Eastern poetry and philosophy, influencing poets, writers, and artists, and contributing to the broader
cultural movement of Orientalism in the 19th century.
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