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Translated By Edward Fitzgerald

Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
Clete Delvaux

The year 2009 marks a double anniver-
sary: the 200th birthday of English writer
Edward Fitzgerald (1809-1883) and the
150th anniversary of the publication of the
first edition of his Rubaiyar of Omar
Khayyam. But I don’t expect Great Britain
or its Commonwealth to commemorate
these anniversaries with a postal issue.
Fitzgerald was, after all, a minor writer,
even though by the end of the nineteenth
century his Rubaiyat was the most quoted
English poem. “Its haunting music and its
facile Epicureanism made it popular
among a generation that had wearied of
Victorian moralizing.”

Fitzgerald was born in Suffolk, and
after graduation from Trinity College in
1830, he devoted his life to study. literary
dabbling, and the pursuits of a country
gentleman, and he took up the study of
Greek, Spanish, and Persian. Although he
lived chiefly in seclusion, Fitzgerald kept
up a steady correspondence with many
intimate friends. These included Thomas
Carlyle (1793-1881), Alfred Tennyson
(1809-1892), and William Makepeace
Thackeray (1811-1863). Carlyle appears
on Micronesia (2003/Scott 564); Great
Britain honors Tennyson on (1992/Scort
1441-1444); while Thackeray is shown on
Romania (1963/Scorr 1562), Malta
(1990/Scont 758), and India (2002/Scott
1955).

Fitzgerald anonymously published
much of his output. He did attach his

Fitzgerald Translated
Omar Khayyam Rubaiyat
(Newberry Library)
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Omar Khayyam Primarily
Known For A Long Poem
Albania (Scotf 2527)

name to his 1853 freely translated Six
Dramas of Calderon. A portrait of this
Spanish playwright, Pedro Calderon de
la Barca (1600-1681), appears on Spain
(1950/Scott 772 and 1981/Scotr 2279.)
But generally Fitzgerald's free transla-
tions from the Greek and Spanish are of no
literary interest. By free translation, we
mean that Fitzgerald’s method was to
adapt rather than literally translate until
the result was almost an original.
Fitzgerald published the Rubaiyar of
Omar Khayyam in an unpretentious,
anonymous pamphlet in March 1859. The
poem attracted no attention until it was

Fitzgerald Translated
Work By Pedro Calderon
Spain (Scott 772)
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Tennyson Communicated
With Fitzgeraid
Britain (Scoft 1441)

described a year later by English transla-
tor Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882)
and later by English poet Algernon
Charles Swinburne (1837-1909).

Omar Khayyam was a Persian
astronomer, mathematician, and poet,
born at Nishapur in Khorasan. His birth
and death dates are variously reported as
(c. 1048-1122) and (c. 1050-1123). As
royal astronomer, Omar changed the
Persian calendar and wrote a book on
algebra. Renowned in his own country for
his scientific achievements, Omar is
chiefly known in the West for his long
poem of some five hundred verses. This
Persian poet wrote with gentle melan-
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choly about nature, regret for the fleeting
sweetness of life, and the pleasure of love.

A rubaAFEi is a genre of Persian poetry
consisting of a quatrain with a rhyme
scheme of aaba. The plural of rubaAEi, or
a collection of these fourline poems, is
called a rubaivat. However, those would
be unknown were it not for Fitzgerald
who freely translated and adapted Omar’s
12th century verses. In the original, each
quatrain was an independent poem like
the Japanese haiku. In his 1859 transla-
tion, Fitzgerald blended 75 of Omar’s
quatrains into a continuous whole poem.

In my search for stamps to illustrate
this article, I first consulted the 1983
Journalists, Authors, and Poets On
Stamps handbook that is arranged alpha-
betically by writer. Omar Khayyam did
not appear in it. But this checklist is woe-
fully out-of-date. So I decided to try the
ATA 2008 Poets on Stamps checklist com-
piled by Karen Cartier. This 60-page
checklist is arranged alphabetically by
country. Rather than examining the entire
checklist, I limited myself to middle east-
em and/or Islamic nations. This search
resulted in two finds. Albania issued a
two-stamp set, featuring two different
portraits of Omar Khayyam on
(1997/Scott 2527-2528), and Dubai issued
a non-Scott sheetlet in 1967 listed as
Stanley Gibbons 266-272. There may be a
problem here, as there are seven numbers
but only six stamps in the sheetlet. In
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Selvage (Not Shown) Above and Below Stamps Picturing Activities
Of Omar Khayyam Include Six Quatrains From Fitzgerald’s Rubaiyat
Dubai (Stanley Gibbons 266-272)
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