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In the frequently cited words of A. Lefevere, “translation involves trust.
The audience, which does not know the original, trusts that the translation
is a fair representation of it.”1 A translation of a great work of literature
not only creates a broader basis for research in depth but also – and it is
equally important – shapes the image of the original in the receiving culture. That is why translation also involves responsibility. The readers, however well informed of the possible shifts and losses, still tend to take a
beautifully edited rendering with the name of a genius on the dust jacket
for a creation of his/her own pen. A history of translations is also instructive; it brings to light some truths hidden not only in the original but in the
receiving culture as well. We shall now try to trace the reception and appropriation of the Rubaiyat in Russia and to show at least partially what
kinds of textual and visual images are in circulation all over the country
nowadays under the extremely popular brand name of <Umar Khayyæm.
It seems that the heritage and fame of <Umar Khayyæm (1048-1131) are
more a paradox than a logical reality. Quite a few people in the West might
know that the calendar he devised as the head of the Academy of Sciences
in Isfahan (which he also established with significant funding from the
government) was more precise than the one we are using now, but almost
everyone has heard of him writing poetry: obviously everyone who has
heard of him at all. Khayyæm’s fame in the West comes and goes in waves,
sometimes it is like a tsunami, sometimes like the still waters before the
next storm in world literature.
According to L.P. Elwell-Sutton,2 Persian literature, one of the richest in
the world, became famous due to someone who might have never written a
single verse. However, now we have to deal with the phenomenon of the
extreme popularity of poetry that can be called Khayyamic, a product of
the collective mind not only in Persian or English but also in other languages.3 This paper will try to reveal the secret of its popularity in Russia,
which can be witnessed even by the fact that a Russian astronomer, L.
Zhuravleva, called an outer main-belt asteroid, newly discovered by her in
1980, Omarkhayyam.
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Khayyæm’s poetry (or what is ascribed to him)4 achieved glory far from
home after the “Victorian invention” of Khayyæm by Edward FitzGerald
(31 March 1809–14 June 1883). It was the English perception that initiated
the Persian poet’s tremendous fame outside and even inside Iran. Khayyæm
as an English poet was born by an Anglo-Irish eccentric from Cambridge,
who “developed agreeable oddities in dress and manner, wearing indoors a
top hat and a silk dressing gown and out of doors a plaid shawl and very
short trousers up to his knees.”5 At the age of 47 he married Lucy Barton,
but they separated after six months of discord and tension as his own life
lacked any obvious purpose, and he found her social ambitions highly distasteful. While his old friends Thackeray and Tennyson became prominent
figures in London society, he preferred the company of farmers in Suffolk.
All the features of his peculiar nature: his love of point and paradox, of
sharp epigram and lyrical wit, his luxurious melancholy and romanticism
of Victorian affection for strange names and places6 (what we now call
sub-conscious Orientalism) have found their way into the Rubaiyat. The result is well known: his book was crowned with a resounding success in the
English speaking world; it turned Khayyæm into the symbol of Persia, its
literature and culture, and all the exotic East in general.
To be fair, FitzGerald had several children like Khayyæm, speaking other
languages: Greek (Aeschylus, Sophocles) and Spanish (Calderon). His approach to translation was also ‘eccentric’; he used to omit passages that
did not appeal to his own taste or even merge different texts into one, obviously producing a work more of his own than of the author he was translating. The Agamemnon of Aeschylus and the two tragedies of Sophocles,
Oedipus at Thebes and Oedipus at Athens, were adapted for English readers by FitzGerald with considerable creative freedom.7
In 1852, FitzGerald took up the study of Persian in Oxford under the
supervision of Edward B. Cowell. It took Cowell a year to teach him
Persian, and very soon FitzGerald started to work on his version of Jami’s
poem Salaman and Absal. He compacted that allegorical romance with its
numerous inserted stories into a dramatic poem in Miltonic blank verse
and published it in 1856 as a first tribute to his Oriental studies. Poetry ascribed to Khayyæm had a similar fate under his pen. FitzGerald used the
Persian originals of the quatrains contained in the Ouseley manuscript,8
which Cowell had discovered in the Bodleian Library, as well as Cowell’s
transcripts and he made his own creation out of it all. But FitzGerald is
hardly responsible for inventing such an unrestricted method of translation.
The translators of his time, at least those who had some literary goals,
shared the free creative approach in their perception of the original. The
opinion prevailed that exotic Oriental material had to be adapted to
European tastes for the public to digest it with appreciation. As a translator
of Hæfiz and Khayyæm, Richard Le Galienne (1866-1947) put it, “the music of Persian verse may be more captivating than the music of our English
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lyric poetry, but it could hardly seem so to English ears, and, at all events,
English ears crave English music. Surely the only service of a translation
is for it to make the foreign poet a poet of one’s own country – not to present him as a half-Anglicised foreigner speaking neither his own language
nor our own.”9
The Anglicised Khayyæm turned out to be a freethinker and skeptic as
eccentric as FitzGerald himself. His brilliant puns on the pointlessness of
asking unanswerable questions inspired many poets in Europe, in the
United States and in Russia, and continue to influence modern writers and
artists. The impact of that masterpiece upon the Western perception of
Khayyæm has been so tangible that nowadays we have to discuss
Khayyamiana in any European language (in our case Russian) in terms of
FitzGerald-connected and FitzGerald-independent translations.

Text: translations and pseudo-translations
Khayyæm became known in Russia at the end of the 19th century, when
the very first attempts at translation were made. The various types of the
‘original text’ that have been used, and the various modes and strategies of
translation that have been applied, brought forth strikingly different collections of what is called Rubaiyat, and conflicting images of its author.
Two general tendencies in the ‘Russian response’ to Khayyæm can probably be explained by Stolypin’s famous definition of Russian cultural identity, two-headed like the eagle of the national emblem: one of its heads
looks to the East and the other – to the West.10 The approach to the
Rubaiyat translation in Russia follows that pattern, and we can witness
both the attempts to confront the original Persian poems (look to the East)
and the attempts to render FitzGerald’s or rarely some other European version (look to the West). In some cases the translators worked with the
Persian Rubaiyat but followed the creative example of FitzGerald and produced Russian Khayyamic imitations with an Orientalist feel to them.
During the 19th century the keen interest in the religion and culture of
her southern neighbour, Iran, was constantly increasing in Russian society.
It is remarkable that despite Russia’s strong Orientalist traditions and quite
a few translations from Persian poetry (Hæfiz, Sa‘di, Firdousi) produced
during the 19th century, there is no evidence of the popularity of Khayyæm
before the age of FitzGerald (d. 1883) and his largely posthumous celebrity. If the awareness of Khayyæm was triggered by the incredible success
of the Rubaiyat, however, the very first Russian ‘translation’ was not from
FitzGerald’s English, but directly from Persian. The writer, poet and traveller E.M. Belozersky, who had studied Persian in the Lazarev Institute of
Oriental Languages in Moscow and wrote a book of letters from Persia,11
is supposed to have translated 153 ruba‘i, ca. 1886, but if so they were
never published.
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When the Western fame of Khayyæm the poet reached Russia it attracted
the attention of Valentin Alekseevich Zhukovskiy, Professor of St.
Petersburg University, a great reformer in scholarship and education, an archaeologist, dialectologist, folklorist, specialist in Babism and Bahaism,
and in Sufi literature.12 He was frustrated by Omar’s exaggerated glory
and wrote a brilliant article on the wandering quatrains, proving that many
ruba‘is ascribed to Khayyæm had been written by other, ‘real’ poets.13 Of
course, it was too late: Zhukovskiy could not ‘undo’ FitzGerald’s discovery, or better say invention. The cult had been already established, and the
Western readers who worshipped Khayyæm as a poet did not want to be
disillusioned about their idol. His forename Omar familiarized him for his
New Age followers, those who had nothing to do with either science or
even literature: by the end of the 19th century, the cult of Omar in the West
was spread mostly among elite consumers of material and intellectual production.14 However, it took almost a whole century to shape the similar
cult in Russia (see below).
Zhukovskiy’s work was the first scholarly study of Khayyæm’s literary
heritage in Russia. It inspired and influenced the first generation of the
poet’s translators.15 Although both FitzGerald and Zhukovskiy were ‘orientalists’ (Zhukovskiy clearly more so), and were working with the original
(i.e. Persian) texts, one difference between them was that FitzGerald made
his famous amalgam of passages from different quatrains and produced a
poetic mosaic, whereas Zhukovskiy attempted a straightforward word by
word translation of the poems he considered to be authentic, to be turned
into more poetic form by one of his friends, the poet Vasiliy Velichko. He
presented his set of 16 poems “From Omar Khayyæm. From Persian”16 to
the Russian public; Velichko’s collection of 1903 included 52 poems.17
His ‘translations’ obviously did not suffer any influence of the original in
form.
Thus in both England and Russia, the success of Khayyæm was due to
the fact that the translators (FitzGerald and Velichko) were themselves
poets. They started a trend of raising the ‘translations’ above the level of
philological study and producing literary works in their own right. There
were, however, differences. The impact of the Velichko’s work on the subsequent tradition is surely incomparable with that of FitzGerald. Velichko’s
Khayyæmic poems acquired just a modest and transient fame in Russia.
One of the secrets of FitzGerald’s success was the unusual combination
of a recognizable content based on a set of universal poetic ideas and a
very exotic but purely authentic shape: a true ruba‘i (AABA). That was
not the case with the first Russian versions. The poets felt free to compose
poems in Russian classical strophic forms and only use the imagery understood to be that of Khayyæm. Thus Velichko’s poems consisted of between
5 and 16 lines, with a flexible rhyme scheme.
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The poets who followed Velichko at that prerevolutionary time
(P. Porfirov, T. Lebedinskiy, I. Umov, A. Danilevskiy-Alexandrov,
V. Mazurkevich)18 also used to give free versions of the poems, ignored
the four-line form of the ruba‘i and its strict rhyme scheme and paraphrased the content of the quatrain in 8 or even 16 or 20 lines19.
Konstantin Balmont was the first to pay attention to the formal features of
the poems. His 11 quatrains from Khayyæm20 attracted some attention, but
mostly because he was already one of the dominant poets of the Russian
Silver Age.
The tradition of presenting the Rubaiyat as a whole collection started
curiously enough with a literary mystification, where the name of
Khayyæm was not even mentioned. In 1901 a poet and music critic
Konstantin Mazurin (b. 1866) published a small book “Strofy Niruzama”
(The stanzas of Niruzam) under the pseudonym K. Gerra. Niruzam, which
sounds rather Persian, is in fact a palindrome, in which the poet’s name
Mazurin is written backwards. In the Introduction the author told his story:
during his travels in the East he had found some old and defective manuscript of an anonymous Persian poet from Khorasan and translated it into
Russian. The book was first greeted as a serious edition, then as a literary
forgery and an Oriental stylization, authored by Mazurin himself. Z.
Vorozheikina showed that in fact 110 ruba‘i of Khayyæm had been rendered in “Niruzam” in one way or another.21 The influence of FitzGerald’s
masterpiece in Niruzam is also evident, so we can add that Mazurin pioneered the rendering of FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat in Russian. He also followed
FitzGerald in applying his ‘fusing’ technique. Although Mazurin’s stanzas
were allegedly based on a Persian manuscript, his 168 emulations created a
free paraphrase of the original. The poet blurred the borders between the
quatrains and made a colourful Russian mosaic out of separate Persian
pieces, mixing them up and putting them in his own order, in 8 or 12 line
poems (some of them count up to 46 lines). However, some pieces emulated the original not only in meaning and style but also in shape, following the specific rubaʻi rhyme and even introducing the radif.22
During the subsequent decades (that is the 1920s and 30s) Khayyæm
translation went in two directions. On the one hand, FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat
at last found its way into Russia.23 In 1922 Osip Rumer (1883–1954) published in Moscow a full and accurate translation of the Rubaiyat under the
title “FitzGerald. Omar Khayyæm”. The book was based on the third edition (1872) of the Rubaiyat and thus included 101 poems. Later Ivan
Tkhorzhevskiy (1878–1951), who had worked in the Ministry of Justice at
the time of the Russian Revolution and emigrated first to Finland and then
to Paris, published his freely paraphrased 194 poems of Khayyæm
(1928).24 The collection actually includes direct translations from
FitzGerald and free poetic improvisations inspired by his Rubaiyat. That
brilliant fusion of English and Russian poets’ creativity was a great success
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and its impact on Russian literary culture is somewhat comparable with
FitzGerald’s in English. Here too, to use FitzGerald’s idiom, old Omar
Khayyæm rings like true metal.25 Tkhorzhevskiy applied a form of quatrain
and special ruba‘i rhymes, and his masterful imitations shaped the first distinctive and recognizable image of a Khayyæm poem for Russian readers
as laconic and sententious in form, hedonistic and impious in content and
penetrated with the sorrowful witticism of a man of wisdom.26
On the other hand, Russian scholars and translators of the prewar decade
(1930s) turned their attention to the original texts in Persian and it was
through their works that the textual base for the Russian Khayyæmiana first
started to take shape. An Iranologist Leonid Nekora used the famous
Bodleian manuscript of 1460 that had been used by FitzGerald and presented 144 poems in an accurate and high quality verse translation,27 following (as Vorozheikina put it) the logic of the Khayyæmian poetic discourse. At the same time S. Kashevarov published his collection of 122
quatrains (“Literary Uzbekistan” 1935), based on the texts of Khayyæm in
the editions by Nicolas (1867) and Christensen (1927).28 However, his
rhymed translations sound more like “word by word” prose renderings and
are mostly of only historical interest now. A much more serious and influential book appeared in 1938, when Osip Rumer published his “Omar
Khayyæm. Quatrains”. Rumer was a polyglot linguist; he translated poetry
from many European languages and only from the original. On publishing
his version of FitzGerald’s poem in 1922, Rumer felt inspired and decided
to learn Persian and translate the original Rubaiyat. He chose 300 quatrains
from the Nicolas edition and turned them into brilliant Russian verse.
Rumer’s work is extremely faithful; he was the first to introduce not only
the form and spirit but also the true leading motifs and images of
Khayyæm into the Russian literature. His book counts as the crowning
achievement of the first half-century of Khayyæm translation.
From the 1930s, Khayyæm enjoyed considerable attention in Russia or
rather in the Soviet Union. This could be at least partly explained by the
ideological situation in the country. Very often translating was the only
way of earning some financial support for those highly educated and talented people. Furthermore, translating Khayyæm was also a way to share
his freethinking wisdom for those scholars and poets who internally refused to follow the pattern of the Stalinist propaganda principles.
Numerous intellectuals were rejected by the regime and repressed at that
time, with quite a few Iranologists among them. For instance, V. Tardov
and K. Chaykin, who had both contributed to the collection of Khayyæm’s
translations published in 1935 for the Third International Congress of
Persian art and archaeology,29 were arrested and executed by firing squad
during the Stalin repressions three years later.30
The next and influential attempt to understand Khayyæm was made by
philologists. In 1959 N. Osmanov and R. Aliyev with the help of E.
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Bertels published a facsimile of the Cambridge University Library manuscript supposedly written in 1207. At the time there was a good reason to
believe the given date and thus consider that earliest manuscript as a crucial argument for the authenticity of the poems it contained. Regrettably, it
later turned out that it had been a forgery contemporary with the publishers
of the ‘great discovery’. If the manuscript itself was a fake the poems it
contained were mostly ‘authentic’, i.e. chosen from already existing collections. The edition of the unfortunate facsimile was followed by an accurate
philological translation of 293 poems with due commentary.31 That corpus
of texts came to be in great demand a bit later, when poets who did not
know Persian started to use it as a word for word intermediary text and
naturally followed a mode of understanding proposed by Osmanov and
Aliyev.
Quite a number of poets with little or no knowledge of Persian turned
Osmanov’s word by word translations32 into Omarian lyrics; some of them
(like Vladimir Derzhavin, Semen Lipkin33, Il’ya Sel’vinskiy) had already
achieved fame for their renderings of Persian classics. Their output differs
in terms of literary merit and aesthetic value but accords in being much
closer to Russian hedonistic poetry than to the original Khayyæm.34 The
poet-translators were not well versed enough in Persian medieval culture
and literature; they merely poeticized the mostly anonymous literal renderings. Ruba‘i imagery is rather simple compared with the intricate conceits
of the qasida. Thus at first sight the ruba‘i looks more translatable. But
with antinomy and paradox of thought as features of the genre, ruba‘i is
nevertheless highly associated with conventional imagery. Khayyæm is famous for his ingenious use of the classical topoi as the preconditions or necessary implications of his poetic argument. As he had often resorted to
the allusive technique, some of these topoi rested unidentified by the
authors of literal renderings and unnoticed by poet-translators. In other
cases the poets themselves used to adapt and simplify the correct rendering, thereby trying to avoid ‘cultural misunderstanding’.
It is true that some images can be rather misleading, due to the difference of perception of various cultural realia; it is the task of the translator
to make them understandable to his reader. However, in some cases this
mission is almost impossible. For example, the Persian image of the parrot,
which is a symbol of eloquence, wisdom and even spirituality, bridging the
link between the human and divine world due to its double nature: being a
bird and yet able to speak (a continuation of the ancient perception of a
bird as a symbol of the human winged soul or a part of divine charisma),
would be associated in Russian cultural tradition with a complex of opposite characteristics: a silly person unable to generate his own ideas but repeating anything he was taught. The paired image of the butterfly and candle would also usually be perceived with the meaning opposite to that in
the original: the Persian butterfly as a symbol of the lover who sacrifices
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himself in the flame of his beloved for the sake of his love would usually
be perceived by the Russian audience as a flighty light-hearted creature incapable for any constant strong feeling towards one person. Apart from the
whole complex of rather puzzling metaphors, this is a real battlefield for a
translator into Russian: for example, the comparison of a beloved’s face
with the round moon won’t do any justice for his or her beauty in the opinion of a Russian reader.35 The poet-translators did their best to compose
the rubæ‘is in a classical poetic idiom that appealed to the Russian taste.
They tended to omit the incomprehensible poetic ideas and replace them
by more customary ones, so the result was good Russian poetry with a nice
and delicate oriental flavour.
However, it was German Plisetskiy (1931–92) who was mostly responsible for shaping the national attitude towards Khayyæm. Plisetskiy did not
know Persian but he worked in cooperation with and (one may say) under
the professional and friendly guidance of Iranologists and translators – M.N. Osmanov, M. Zand, N. Kondyreva. In fact it was a qiran as-sa‘dayn
(fortunate conjunction of the stars) for Khayyæmic poetry in Russia. The
result was 450 poems36 (around 300 from Osmanov’s edition, the rest chosen from the Furughi and Swami Gowinda Tirtha collections).37 Plisetskiy
used only one meter (an anapaest tetrameter), observed rhymes and radifs
and found his way to grasp and reproduce in Russian verse an unattainable
simplicity of the Khayyæmian ruba‘i and its paradoxical wisdom. His
Khayyæm took on a special ‘flying’ quality, and very soon almost everyone
knew some of it by heart.
Plisetskiy had rather a dissident reputation. One of his best poems, written after the funeral of Boris Pasternak, begins with a line famous for its
bitterness: “Poets, the bastard sons of Russia...” (Poety, pobochniye deti
Rossiyi). He was among those who put their careers at great risk and
signed the letters of support for Josef Brodsky when the KGB initiated his
baiting. His poem “Tube” (Truba), composed in memory of those who
had died in a crush at Trubnaya Square (lit. “Tube’s Square”) in Moscow
during Stalin’s funeral, was first published in “Grani” (Frankfurt am Mein,
1967). That publication in a clearly anti-Soviet journal made Plisetskiy an
unwanted author in the official Soviet literary magazines, but it brought
him the fame of a real poet. The finale of this poem is written on his
gravestone: “Avant, avant! Retreat has been cut off, closed like a hatch,
not liftable by hand... And that is all we’re let to understand” (Vpered,
vpered! Obratniy put’ otrezan, zakryt, kak l’uk, kotoriy ne podn’at’... I eto
vse, chto nam dano pon’at’). Created before G. Plisetskiy turned his attention to the poet from Nishapur, those lines strangely have a distinctive
Khayyæmic feel.
Omar Khayyæm Plisetskiy (German used to sign the copies of his book
for friends in that way) became a cult poet first for intellectuals and then
for ‘reading public’ in general. By the late 1970s the Rubaiyat had really
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come into fashion and never went out of it since. The main reason here is
doubtless the strict accuracy and breathtaking beauty of poetic argument
peculiar to “Plisetskiy Khayyæm”. Among wider reasons for such popularity the political situation could be mentioned. In the 1970s and early 1980s
feelings of bitter disappointment and helplessness penetrated Soviet society, and the poetry of Khayyæm maybe helped people to maintain a
healthy skepticism about any possible course of events. His “Jug of wine”
philosophy and his call to sacrifice the whole empire for a delicious cup of
wine happened to be congenial to the Russian cultural atmosphere during
the last years of the Soviet Empire.
One of the best examples of Plisetskiy’s skill in making Khayyæm sound
like a fighter with the Soviet reality is the following ruba‘i:
Chem za obshcheye schast'ye bez tolku stradat' –
Luchshe schast'ye komu-nibud' blizhnemu dat'.
Luchshe druga k sebe priv'yazat' dobrotoyu,
Chem ot put chelovechestvo osvobozhdat'.38
Instead of uselessly suffering for the common happiness,
It’s better to give happiness to someone who is close to you.
It’s better to tie someone to yourself with your kindness
Than try to free the whole mankind from their ties.
In those four lines he managed to play on two clichés of Soviet ideological
terminology: obshcheye schast'ye “common/communal happiness” and ot
put chelovechestvo osvobozhdat’ “to free mankind from ties”, which immediately takes a poem to the level of the ‘anti-Soviet propaganda’. The
rubæ‘i was considered by many as one of the best at that time (it was the
favourite of I. M. Steblin-Kamensky39 for that matter).40
In 1983 Cecilia Banu-Lahuti published quite another version of
Khayyæm. A knowledgeable iranologist and brilliant translator from
Persian,41 Banu presented her selection of 38 ruba‘is,42 which is unique in
combining excellence and simplicity of style with closeness to the original,
both in form and meaning. Regrettably her collection was small, and the
book, published in Tajikistan, was hard to find, so her translations did not
attract proper attention at that time.
Despite its enormous popularity, editions of Plisetskiy Khayyæm were few,
and people had to spend time and effort to find one. The situation changed
after Perestroyka, when the publishing houses started to monitor what was indeed in popular demand. They began to republish Plisetskiy’s Khayyæm
yearly under catching colourful jackets, but the public wanted more.
The ever-growing demand for Khayyæm poems caused two mainstream
publishing policies. The first was to encourage the lovers of Khayyæm both
inside and outside academic circles to collect some or even all of the
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existing translations in one book. The pioneer work of this kind appeared
as early as 1986, edited by Z. Vorozheikina and A. Shakhverdov in the
“Library of the poet” Series,43 where the 100 years’ experience of
Khayyæm’s translations in Russia was summarized.44 Since then, all the
old and forgotten renderings have been revived in numerous editions; the
Butromeyevs’ “Omar Khayyæm and the Persian poets of the X-XVI cc”,45
and Omar Khayyæm, Rubaiyyat (Moscow, 2008)46 could serve as good examples here. The Butromeyevs’ “Omar” contains not only old Russian versions from the first third of the 20th century (V. Velichko, K. Gerra, I.
Tkhorzhevskiy, I. Umov, T. Lebedinskiy, K. Balmont, V. Mazurkevich, N.
Vlasov, A. Gruzinskiy) but also FitzGerald’s English text with a Russian
word for word prose translation.
The latest publications reveal a strong tendency for comparative studies.
A physicist Roald Sh. Malkovich is known to have compiled a unique collection of 5,000 rubaʻi translated by 78 authors. He published some part of it
in the series of books:47 The Garden of Desires includes a set of rubaʻi, in
word for word rendering and three different verse translations each. In
“Omar Khayyæm”, the editor compares 2,833 translations of 292 rubaʻi made
by 55 poets from 1891 up to the present time. “Rubaʻi: Russian translations”
also gives the reader a panoramic view of translations (1891–2006) and presents the output of 61 poets. A passionate lover of Khayyæm, Malkovich also
fulfilled a task unachieved by professional Orientalists and established the
originals for multiple poetic versions. In this book, published in 2007, he
presented 3,331 translations of 292 rubaʻis along with the Persian originals
given for comparison. Such editions obviously contain a number of double,
triple and sometimes up to a couple of dozen variants of the same poem and
tend to confuse the reader about the content of the Rubaʻiyat ascribed to
Khayyæm. However they contain precious material for those interested in
translation studies. Cataloguing the perception of the Russian Khayyæm is
done and ready for its researchers. Subjected to thorough analysis they could
reveal specific stages in the cultural appropriation of the Rubaʻiyat, the
changes in the image of Khayyæm the poet and in the main message of his
poetry, and maybe even the correlation of the stylistic shifts in translation
with the ideological shifts from Tsarist monarchy to Soviet state communism
and newborn democracy in recent Russian history. In an interview with the
correspondent of the St Petersburg University Newsletter, Malkovich concludes with the ruba‘i written by the famous Soviet poet S. Marshak, which
seems to express not only Marshak’s, Malkovich’s and indeed the Russian
view, but also a universal attitude to Khayyæmic poetry:
Chetyre strochki istochayut yad,
Kogda zhivet v nikh zlaya epigramma,
No rany serdtsa lechat “Rubayat” –
Chetverostishya starogo Khayyama.
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Four lines pour poison
If a bitter epigram lives in them
But the Rubaiyat will cure wounds of heart –
[If they are] the quatrains by old Khayyæm.48
(See illustration 15 in the full color section)
The second tendency is publishing new translations, naturally enough.
Regrettably, Russian scholars have not paid much attention to Khayyæm
studies recently, and the new translations have been made by amateurs infatuated with their love for the Ruba‘iyat. The most revealing example here
is the work of Igor Golubev, who had got his PhD in technical sciences
and learned Persian on his own. He versified 1,300 poems of what he considered to be Khayyæm, working with original Persian texts in the Swami
Govinda Tirtha (1941) collection and even using some manuscripts.49 His
criteria (mostly stylistic and subjective) for separating the authentic poems
and the false ones are given in some detail in the Introductory article to his
edition. That collection has become extremely popular and re-edited with
different publishers. Golubev enriched the Russian Khayyæmiana with one
other image of a great poet: in his lengthy Introduction and numerous other
publications the author claims to present his own deciphering of the
Khayyæm’s secret philosophic message.
The boom in Khayyæm does not seem to stop in Russia: every half a
year at least one or two new editions appear. The popularity of Russian
Khayyæm, compared with the European and especially with the English
one, has been strikingly stable during the second half of the 20th century:
once it appeared, it has always been a fashion of the day for those interested in poetry. But since the early 1990s a new tendency started to gain
momentum as the first signs of Omar’s cult under formation appeared.
And very soon Khayyæm the poet entered the Pantheon of the modern
Russian mass culture idols.
Nowadays Khayyæm is a uniquely readable poet. The editions of his
Rubaiyat are multifarious and easy to find everywhere. The poetry shelves
in any bookshop of a large or small city in Russia would have at least a
couple of different editions of Khayyæm, together with Shakespeare and
Dante, Pushkin and Akhmatova (see illustrations 16 and 17 in the full color section). At the same time, Khayyæm is a uniquely saleable and marketable poet. In Moscow and St Petersburg people use to buy press and paperbacks at the underground stations’ book-stalls, and one can always find
there some volume by Khayyæm surrounded by crime and love stories,
books on astrology and cooking, and other kinds of popular and trash literature. What does it mean? It means that ‘ordinary people in the street’ or
the general public actually buy books entitled “Khayyæm” and that his
Rubaiyat counts as a market product bringing good profit.
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That widespread Russian passion for a Persian poet’s wisdom has been
recently authorized at the highest possible level. In 2007 (February 1) the
president Vladimir Putin during his annual news conference answered the
question of a Komsomolskaya Pravda correspondent, about the times when
he was in a bad mood. Putin said: “The Russian president falls in a bad
mood as often as any other individual. I usually try to consult my dog
Koni. Besides, my wife recently presented me with a book of poetry by
Omar Khayyæm, which is always a help too” (indeed, one of the famous
poems starts with zahr ast gham-i jahan-u may taryak-at “The sorrow of
this world is poison and the cure for you is wine”).50 The meeting with reporters was broadcast by the official presidential website, Russian TVchannels and radio stations.51
V. Putin chose to quote the following ruba‘i (in Plisetskiy’s translation)
as his argument:
Don’t mourn, oh mortal one, your yesterday’s losses,
Don’t measure your today with tomorrow’s measure
Don’t trust the moment that has been or will be,
Trust the current moment, be happy now!52
Be it Putin’s personal literary taste that had defined the choice of Khayyæm
for his official meeting with the media, or the smart decision on the part of
his speechwriters – in any case the event testifies to the common opinion
that Khayyæm is a poet of high standing and thus his name and poetry
would appeal to people.
Putin’s short remark triggered a striking reaction in Russia and in some
close neighbouring Republics. Within a year a collection of Russian translations of the Rubaiyat appeared in Kazan city (Tatarstan) under the title
“Khayyæm and Putin” (2008, 112 pp., 1,000 copies). In his introductory article Bobojon Ikramov, a journalist from Tajikistan, wrote: “The president
of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin has been the first among modern
politicians to turn his face to Oriental poetry. He publicly declared his love
and respect for the poems of Omar Khayyæm [...]. He stressed: in my spare
time I study the legacy of Omar Khayyæm.”53
A reciter from Tajikistan, Mahmanabi Jaborov, produced a Rubaiyat CD
titled “For a worthy one there is no worthy reward”,54 and dedicated it “to
the president of Russia Vladimir Putin for his love of the great Omar
Khayyæm”. M. Jaborov recites the ruba‘is both in Tajik and Russian (in
Plisetskiy’s translation), to the accompaniment of Jivan Gasparyan, a famous Armenian duduk player.55
A new wave of Khayyæm’s glory has hit the Russian provinces. For instance, in Ekaterinburg quotations from the Rubaiyat appeared in the shape
of a tiny book one could use as a keychain or charm (see illustration 18 in
the full colour section).56 In a bookshop attendant’s words “Khayyæm has
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always been a good seller, but nowadays [after Putin’s press conference] it
is a real boom. Both cheap and fancy editions are being sold out in a
wink”.57
Already in the early 2000s several large publishing houses launched a
new type of Khayyæm publication; they have been and still are announced
on the booksellers’ websites as exclusive or luxury editions. Their descriptions include such particulars as Italian Old Mill Avorio paper, natural
leather or silk binding, relief stamping, gold spattering and gold edges,
leather tassels and other kinds of ornamentations and embellishments, such
as a special prop or device to keep the book standing on the desk top. The
advertisement of the contents of such books are not so eloquent and expressive; some just mention that the reader “will enter the magic world of
the Great Khayyæm’s poetry” and forget to indicate the names of the translators. For example, the Belyi Gorod Publishers (Moscow) have recently
produced a whole series of Khayyæms. According to their latest catalogue,
the range of prices is enormously wide: from about ten UK pounds for the
cheapest version to several thousand for the top quality exclusive copies
(the most expensive was on sale for 245,000 roubles, or ca. £ 5,500/EU
6,300).58 Putin’s interview has only multiplied the number and variety of
such luxuries. Thus a book of Khayyæm has acquired an additional function. It has now become a gift appropriate for a high-ranked official’s jubilee and for a private family anniversary, an object of art suitable to adorn a
desktop or bookshelf.
Thus at the present time Khayyæm editions are being released non-stop
both in modest and fancy design. They mostly reprint the already popular
translations, like the Plisetskiy Khayyæm, the Butromeyevs’ collection of
old renderings or the new versions by I. Golubev. Along with those mainstream sets of translations some exotic flowers also appear in response to
the high level of public interest. In 1997 a famous painter and book illustrator, Pavel Bunin, published a book that contained the German translation
(still well-known today) of the Rubaiyat by Friedrich Rosen (1909), versified renderings of the German poems made by Bunin and his brilliant graphic illustrations in erotic style (see below).59 In all other editions he was
illustrating the translations by other poets.60 In 1999, A. Ivanova produced
a Russian version of the curious commentaries by Paramhansa Yogananda
on the ‘meanings’ of FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat in the interpretation of J.D.
Walters.61 Any such translation can serve as just one more layer of interpretation of Khayyæmic ideas, whatever those interpretations are.
Khayyæm also continues to inspire new mystifications. In 2000 a “literary sensation” was published in Moscow.62 Its author, Dmitriy
Serebryakov, claimed the poet’s true name to be Amir Khayim, placed
Khayyæm’s native town in Tataria, in the south of ancient Russia and presented 143 poems in unrhymed quatrains from a “newly found manuscript”. Serebryakov’s book has nothing to do with any kind of
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scholarship: the author has no idea of the basic facts of Khayyæm or
FitzGerald studies, and his style of “translating” fictitious poems combines
a rather vulgar modernization with a very artificial archaisation. That “sensation” would be hardly worth mentioning at all but for the fact that
Serebryakov has produced a literary forgery and used the name of
Khayyæm for the deliberate provocation of the readers’ interest in his amateurish efforts. Such a strategy could be successful only if it involved a
poet whose writings have an established national value.
The perception and appropriation of the Rubaiyat in Russian literature
and modern culture has some very specific overtones. On the one hand,
Russian scholarship on Khayyæm up to the beginning of the 21st century
has been rather modest. M.N. Osmanov and R. Aliyev’s philological translation made in 1959 still gives the most accurate approximation to the original Khayyæm poems,63 and Plisetskiy Khayyæm is almost the only poetic
translation based on a scholarly literal rendering (also Osmanov’s). On the
other hand, nowadays the Rubaiyat surely counts as an integral part of
Russian poetry. V. Zhukovskiy once found what he called “moral ugliness”
in Khayyæm’s poetry;64 he could not believe that one poet would have expressed such contradictory views on love, life, death, success and failure.65
But maybe it is just that paradoxical mixture, as well as the idea of living
for and enjoying the present, that explains the secret of Khayyæm’s glory
in the country. Like Fitzgerald’s Omar before and during the World War I,
Russian Khayyæm came to be a strong tool of psychotherapy during the
periods of turmoil in Russia’s eventful history.66
Up to the present moment around 80 Russian poets have produced translations and renditions of the Rubaiyat, with only a few persons knowledgeable of Persian among them. Nowadays more than 40 different editions
with the favourite name of Khayyæm on the jacket are simultaneously on
sale in the largest bookstores in the Russian capitals. Those jackets cover
sets of poems that differ greatly in number, content and literary merit.
What we really need is a next step in philological studies on the legacy of
Khayyæm. It would help to bridge the gap between Russian images of the
poet and a true knowledge of his poetry.

Illustrating Khayyæm: Wine, women and song
A further level of the Russian perception of Khayyæmic ideas is reflected
in the illustration programme of the so-called “artistic” editions of
Khayyæm. This concluding section of the paper is intended to develop the
approach taken by B. Martin and S. Mason in their recent study of The Art
of Omar Khayyæm,67 which deals chiefly with Khayyæm publications in
English. One particular aspect of the Russian Khayyæm concerns the illustration of the ruba‘is and in particular its semi-erotic or titillating element.
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Martin and Mason include a brief “note on eroticism and interpretation”,
and remark that “over the whole of the period since 1884 there have been
publishers and illustrators who have introduced a strong element of nudity
and mild eroticism in their Rubaiyats.” They note, quite rightly, that there
is little or no sexuality in either FitzGerald’s version or the underlying
Persian texts, and remark that the cynical view would be that the publishers
and artists have “chosen to interpret quatrains in an explicit manner to encourage the popularity of their editions.”68 By ‘explicit’ is meant sexually
explicit, rather than ‘literal’ or realistic – for as noted, there is no literal or
for that matter allegorical reference to sex at all – in which case the ‘realistic’ meaning of the verses would rather require a philosophical depiction.
In other words, sex sells books. Nevertheless, the examples that Martin
and Mason give, of E.H. Garrett and G. James,69 G.T. Tobin,70 E.J.
Sullivan,71 W. Pogany,72 and more recently J.Y. Bateman73 and E.
Karlin,74 are modestly few and far between, and on the whole rather give
the impression that apart from a few bare breasts or more or less naked
beauties, the erotic element is rather a minor aspect of the visualisation of
the Khayyæmic message.75
This is surely to underestimate this very striking part in a great many illustrations and also to ignore the wider context in which these pictures
should be located. We will do no more than make a few observations about
the erotic in the Russian Orientalist discourse and attempt a very preliminary categorisation of the types of scene to be found. It is worth mentioning
that the predominance of the sensual over the spiritual in Russian exotic
Romanticism became obvious only by the end of the 19th century. One of
the best examples is the series of works that belonged to the artists of the
World of Art (Mir Iskusstva) group (see illustration 19 in the full color
section).
Khayyæm and the Orient. At the time when FitzGerald published his
first Khayyæm translation,76 Britain was heavily involved in the Middle
East and India, and European artists were routinely concerned with exotic
Romanticism, a romantic depiction of the Orient, among which the theme
of the harem was prominent, especially in French work, for example,
‘Odalisque’ (1814) and ‘Le Bain Turc’ (1862) of Jean Auguste Dominique
Ingres (1780-1867), and the work of Jean-Léon Gerôme (1824-1904) being
particularly prominent, if not notorious (see illustration 20 in the full color
section). Such images were thus common fare by the time of the first illustrated Khayyæm (1884),77 and provided a model for the figure of a naked
girl in the company of fully clothed men, also found readily enough, of
course, in the realisation of classical narrative paintings, like Gerôme’s
‘Phryne before the Areopagus’ (1861), but also in the revolutionary and, in
its time, shocking, picture of Manet’s ‘Déjeuner sur l’herbe’ (1863).
The incorporation of titillating images in the illustrations to Khayyæm
should be seen not only as a cynical way to sell books but also to respond
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to a taste in late Victorian society for oriental fantasy, an active ingredient
of which was the scent of exotic pleasures denied by the social restraints
of contemporary Britain.
Many of the ‘erotic’ paintings in the English volumes include either a
single [semi-] naked girl, dressed if at all in a lot of wild plumage or billowing skirts, or more than one together, hence recalling the harem interiors. Occasionally, the girl(s) desport with a wine glass or an earthenware
jug, or flowers. Sometimes a man is also in the scene, often dressed in contrast to the girl, but in this case also generally young and attractive, making
for a romantic scene. The Butromeev edition noted below assembled most
of these pictures, presenting them together with a Russian translation of an
accompanying ruba‘i (see illustration 21 in the full color section).
What can be identified as the Russian feature of illustrating Khayyæm is
the reflection of the two-headed nature of Russian cultural identity, mentioned above. This feature of the Russian Orientalism reflects the influence
of both traditions: the Western tradition is naturally dominant, as the bulk
of the Russian editions have been produced in the two capitals: Moscow
and St Petersburg. Moreover, most of the provincial editions, even though
lacking the glamour of the capital, follow European taste, sometimes including some modest elements of the Oriental: in costumes, architecture,
or details of the interior. The ‘Eastern’ style proper, on the other hand, is
identified first by a direct borrowing of the new-wave book art of a type
perceived in the West as classical kitsch (see see illustration 22 in the full
color section). Such a style of illustrating the Khayyæm and other Oriental
lyric poetry (such as the work of Hafiz) in Russian translations was introduced in the late 1960s and became especially popular in the pocket editions in the Soviet Central Asian Republics. Secondly, some editions, despite being cheaply produced, tried to use original Persian miniature paintings, although usually with no connection whatsoever to the text. This is
not surprising, as manuscripts of Persian poetic anthologies containing quatrains ascribed to Khayyæm were very rarely illustrated. Some editions demonstrate a combination of both these ‘Eastern’ elements, the ‘kitsch’ and
the ‘indigenous’ Persian style,78 or a combination of Eastern and
Western.79
Recently a phenomenal edition was prepared due to the efforts of the
Butromeev’s family enterprise (under V. Butromeev),80 which can be recognized as a catalogue, similar in result but different in conception to that
of Martin and Mason. This edition gives a rather unsystematic mixture of
styles used in English, Iranian and Russian publications of Khayyæm’s poetry. This particular edition is prominent for presenting both pictorial
(1019 images of Western and Persian styles of the last Pahlavi period) and
ornamental decoration (in the Persian marginal arabesque style originating
in the Middle Ages). It clearly indicates that the erotic element is not
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negligible (see illustration 23). The painting on the cover binding represents an embracing couple of man and woman dressed up in Oriental
costumes.
This particular style has been used by publishers in their products of
several levels of quality, from the cheapest, mainly due to the level of
polychrome colour reproduction and quality of paper, to the most luxurious, competing only with the famous F. Sangorski’s Great Khayyæm
which tragically sunk together with the doomed Titanic of the White Star
Line in 1912.81 The most expensive copies of this product usually feature
a coloured crocodile leather binding with precious and semi-precious
stones and enamelled painting on its front cover. The quality of the text accompanying the poems does not, however, depend on the quality of the
binding.
The work of a contemporary Russian illustrator, Pavel Bunin, is not included in the Butromeev edition.82 Bunin is famous as an illustrator of
Russian and Western European classics, not only Khayyæm. The very recognizable style of Bunin’s graphics can generally be identified by quite a
strong erotic flavour. One could agree that it is impossible to avoid such a
flavour when illustrating Boccaccio’s Decameron, but the choice of pieces
of literature to illustrate is obviously consistent with Bunin’s preference.
The case of Khayyæm is, however, different, and this difference made
Khayyæm one of the mature Bunin’s favourites: the absence of a developing story to follow in his sequence of illustrations gave him the opportunity
to develop his own imagery using several milestones of Khayyæmic ideology. Wisdom, old age (an old bearded, often turbaned, man) and education
(books) in combination with beauty or youth (a young curvaceous girl)
with the pleasures of human life (wine) are the dominant features of his
pictorial interpretation of Khayyæm. In his first collection of 199083 in economical and expressive black line, naked women are present in 6 out of
the 12 pictures, the rest showing the poet alone, drinking or contemplating.
We might also note many suggestive details, such as phallic minarets and
cliffs, and the spouts of ceramic vessels (see illustration 23). The later collection (2000), far more substantial, illustrates an anthology of translations
by all the famous Russian poets who translated Khayyæm (Balmont,
Rumer, Plisetsky, Tkhorzhevsky, Kushner), 101 of FitzGerald’s rubaiyat
and a small number of unattributed translations. The ratio of the contents
(which include all the drawings in the first collection) on a broad distinction between ‘erotic’ (denoted by a naked or semi-naked woman) and
‘non-erotic’ (which includes not only pictures of the poet/philosopher, but
some group scenes and buildings), is 116:99, i.e. just over half could be
called titillating.84 The pictures are enhanced by some washes of colour.
This time, apart from the girl on her own (often with a phallic background), there are two main types of contact, the girl and the clothed poet
(an old man) and the girl with a younger, balder but muscular man,
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generally also naked. Illustration 23 depicts a naked girl lying on the
ground and listening to a fully dressed man who is reading from his book.
The tower or minaret in the background gives a very explicit phallic suggestion. The two quatrains above the picture are about arrogant fools (left)
and the poet’s state of intoxication, in which he does not care about the
falling moon (right).85 It is worth mentioning that the Ukranian version of
the same edition gives a different quatrain to accompany the same illustration.86 In neither case, as usual, does the illustration have any specific relevance to the quatrain reproduced on the same page. In other pictures, there
are a few props such as glasses and earthen pitchers, but also books, setting up a common contrast between the contemplative sage/scholar and the
figure of the girl, who could perhaps be taken as muse, pleasure, or
distraction.
Another peculiar feature, which distinguishes modern Russian illustration traditions,87 is that the style of rather restrained eroticism is represented by women artists working with Khayyæm’s poetry. Among these are
I. Stepanova,88 E. Derbilova,89 and N. Kumanovskaya.90 Stepanova in
particular has followed the lead of Bunin and is responsible for the illustrations in a new edition of Bunin’s 2000 publication (see illustration 24 in
the full color section), imitating it in style and following the layout of the
earlier work (see illustration 25 in the full color section).
A completely different, abstract approach in her interpretation of
Khayyæm is used by another female painter Irina Starzhenetskaya,91 which
she demonstrated at her exhibition ‘Omar Khayyæm. Wandering Spaces’ in
December 2006 in Moscow Modern Art Centre M’ARS.
Starzhenevskaya’s paintings do not suggest any obvious eroticism, on the
contrary they give only the emotional, may be only the spiritual flavour of
the poetry she illustrates, i.e. the famous first ruba‘i:
Vstavay! Svoy kamen’ v chashu t’my
Rassvet uzhe metnul...
Awake! For Morning in the Bowl of Night...
As already noted in connection with more figurative works, however, it is
difficult to suggest any real link between the text and the image.
Among many others there should be mentioned a very recent publication
of Khayyæm’s poetry in Kh. Manuvakhov’s translation illustrated by
Vladimir S. Vasil’kovskiy (1921-2002).92 His style is very distinctive, influenced by his main specialisms: architecture and ceramics, which perfectly matches Manuvakhov’s poetry, their deep emotional dimension underlying the rhythmic quietness of the narrative. His illustrations contain
all the usual features of eroticism but restrained by good taste even when
some of the scenes depict more than just a semi-naked girl, like a fully
naked girl (‘White Beauty’, see illustration 26 in the full color section),93

THE RUSSIAN PERCEPTION OF KHAYYÆM: FROM TEXT TO IMAGE

179

and the scene in the House of ill repute (‘Brothel in Desert)’ (see illustration 27 in the full color section). Another attempt to combine two arts in
one: this time, Russian poetry and French art could be seen in the book
produced in Sergiev Posad, some 40 miles from Moscow, where the publisher used Henri Matisse’s works to illustrate Irina Evsa’s translations,
which usually have no relevance to each other (see illustrations 28 and
29).94 It is remarkable that the author of the afterword, Natalya Belchenko,
never mentioned Matisse in her text.
This can be interpreted as a further evolution of book culture after the
collapse of the Soviet Empire and its rather puritan illustration tradition,
from the first products of the free market of the post-Soviet publishing industry, when the nouveaux riches were the target of not always tasteful and
unreasonably luxurious (or simply very expensive) editions with lots of
gold, extraordinary glossy paper and unbearably bright colours, strengthened by the erotic component. This was not only dominant but in some
cases crossed the border with pornography, as in the case of the illustrations by M. Romadin of the Russian translation of Vis and Ramin by S.
Lipkin (see illustrations 30 and 31).95
In conclusion it would be enough to say that the main aspect of the illustration of the Russian Khayyæm is obviously just as ‘explicit’ as the earliest British illustrations of the Art Nouveau period (if not more so), ranging from the rather restrained ‘classical’ interpretation by, for example, H.
Cole (1901)96 to quite aggressive eroticism by M.K. Sett (1914)97 and R.
Balfour (1920)98, and more in keeping with 20th-century conventions. As
with other aspects of Khayyæm and FitzGerald, the erotic element is an enduring part of the interpretation of the work, with its apparent invitation to
licence, and one that rests on a long tradition. Khayyæm, having been absorbed by the Russian culture many years ago, became a national cultural
phenomenon in both its literary and visual aspects. If the illustrations are
not overtly ‘Orientalist’, they continue to reflect Russia’s double Western
and Asian face; it is mainly in the work of Bunin that we find a fresh element of ‘Western’ eroticism combined with ‘Oriental’ flavour.
A study dedicated to the text and image of the Russian Khayyæm similar
to the publication by Martin and Mason would be welcomed by the academic world and the wider public. Good material has been collected and
prepared by the Butromeev project. The fact that the interest in Khayyæm
and Khayyæmic ideology in Russia has never disappeared and now seems
to be rejuvenated means that the seeds of such a study would land on well
prepared ground and achieve success. The signs of such interest are everywhere: from digital games for mobile phones and personal computers to
masterpieces of material book art for the non-reading audience.99
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Actually A. Lunacharskiy (1875–1933), future minister of culture of the Soviet Republic,
ambassador in Spain, writer, and member of the Soviet academy, rendered a small portion
of the Rubaiyat supposedly from an Italian translation of FitzGerald as early as in 1908,
and published it in the journal Problems of Marxism (by this date, FitzGerald’s version
was already available in most European languages).
Reprinted in Г. Гулия, Сказание об Омаре Хайяме, Москва, 1975; Омар Хайям и
персидские поэты X-XVI веков (иллюстр. изд.) под ред. В.П. Бутромеева, Н.Н.
Бутромеева и Н.В. Бутромеевой, Москва: Белый город, 2007.
Ворожейкина-Шахвердов, с. 49. Recent editions show that his translations are still popular. The connection between FitzGerald’s and Tkhorzhevskiy’s renderings of the
Rubaiyat has been reestablished in a 2004 edition of Omar Khayyæm, in which English
translations of FitzGerald and Russian of Tkhorzhevskiy are put together, accompanied
by numerous Edmund Sullivan illustrations.
Among those who followed that style was A. Gruzinskiy, see his Из четверостиший
Омара Хайяма (XI-XII вв.) в “Памяти П.Н. Сакулина”, Москва, 1931, сс. 50-55.
Омар ибн Ибрахим Нишапури Хайям. Робаийат. Пер. Л.Н. [Леонида Некоры] в
«Восток» (посв. III-му Международному Конгрессу иранского искусства и
археологии), ч. II, Москва-Ленинград, 1935, сс. 177-242.
Les quatrains de Kheyam, tr. par J.B. Nicolas, Paris, 1867; A. Christensen, Critical
Studies in the Ruba'iyat of 'Umar-i-Khayyæm; a revised text with English translation,
Copenhagen, 1927.
See Омар Хайям. Рубаийат. Пер. О. Румера, В. Тардова, Л.Н., K. Чайкина. Пред. А.
Болотникова, Ленинград: Academia, 1935.
On Chaykin see Archival documents of the ‘Memorial’ Society (K.I. Chaykin, File No 89,
resolution signed by Stalin, Molotov, Kaganovich, Zhdanov: shot down on 27 April
1938).
‘Омар Хаййāм. Рубā‘ūйāт, Подготовка текста перевод и предисловие Р.М. Алиева и
М.-Н.О. Османова\. Под ред. Е.Э. Бертельса: Памятники литературы народов
Востока (тексты: Малая серия). Ч. I (факсимиле) & Ч. II (предисловие и перевод),
Москва, 1959
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32 In many cases there is no way to find out who was responsible for the work with the original. Actually there was a rule at that time to put only the name of Khayyæm’s (as well
as any other foreign poet’s) versifier in an edition and to omit the mention of the author
of the literal translation from the original (that kind of work was not considered by the
publishers to be serious enough). So one of the two co-authors of a given translation remained anonymous.
33 Semen Lipkin was a translator of the next generation of those who were dissatisfied with
the situation in the Soviet Union; in 1979 he quitted the official Writers’ club (“Sojuz
Pisateley”) together with V. Aksenov to show his solidarity with the dissident writers E.
Popov and V. Erofeyev.
34 See, for example, Derzhavin’s renderings of Khayyæm in Избранные четверостишия
персидско-таджикских поэтов-классиков, Душанбе, 1965, pp. 52-99; Semenov’s
“From Omar Khayyæm” – in Г. Семенов, Сосны, Ленинград, 1972, сс. 125-140.
Identifying the exact source for each poem in those and many other versions remains a
problem: what is needed is an equivalent of Heron-Allen’s analysis of the ‘originals’ of
the poems of FitzGerald for the Russian versions.
35 Н. Кондырева, «Загадка Хайяма» в: Омар Хайям, Рубайат, Трактаты, Москва,
2007, с. 99.
36 Омар Хайям, Рубайат, пер. Г. Плисецкого, подстрочный пер. И комментарии M.-Н.
O. Oсманова, Moсква, 1972; 2-е изд. Москва, 1975.
37 1943  ﺗﻬﺮﺍﻥ، ;ﺭﺑﺎﻋﯿﺎﺕ ﺣﮑﯿﻢ ﺧﯿﺎﻡ ﻧﯿﺸﺎﺑﻮﺭﯼ ﺑﻪ ﺍﻫﺘﻤﺎﻡ ﺟﻨﺎﺏ ﺁﻗﺎﯼ ﻋﻠﯽ ﻓﺮﻭﻏﯽSwami Govinda Tirtha,
The Nectar of Grace, Government Central Press, Kitabistan, Allahabad, 1941.
38 Плисецкий, Москва, 1975, ibid., с. 182, № 287. However, this version could be treated
as yet another example of poetic imitation, the ‘original’ being unclear.
39 I. M. Steblin-Kamensky (b. 1945), St Petersburg Iranologist, head of the Iranian
Philology Department (1991-2007), dean of the Faculty of Oriental Studies (1995-2005),
member of the Russian Academy.
40 The idea of Khayyæmic poetry responding to the needs of the dissidents and rebels of
modern societies can be thought to originate in the biography of historical Khayyæm himself: after the death of Malik Shah in 1092 he was refused the patronage of the court and
was even in physical danger, so that he was in exactly the same emotional state as his
Russian translators during the period of the Stalin’s repressions or post-war KGB persecution of Soviet dissidents; cf. above, note 30.
41 Banu’s main achievement is the Russian poetic translation of the Shahnama, see N.
Chalisova, Shah-nama translation into Russian, in Encyclopaedia Iranica (http://www.iranica.com/articles/sah-nama-translations-xiv-into-russian).
42 В сад я вышел на заре, пер. Ц. Бану, Душанбе, 1983, сс. 58-66.
43 See above, n. 15.
44 See also Омар Хайям, Как чуден милой лик: Рубаи, под ред. М Рейснер, Mосква:
ЭКСМО-ПРЕСС, 1999. For a rather full bibliography of Russian Khayyæm translations
see http://www.khayyam.nev.ru/literat.shtml.
45 See above, n. 24; numerous later editions, some of them in luxury design.
46 See above, n. 18 (translations by K. Balmont, I. Tkhorzhevskiy, O. Rumer, M. Vatagin,
V. Velichko, S. Umanec,T. Lebedinskiy, K. Gerra, A. Lunacharskiy, V. Mazurkevich, I.
Umov, A. Gruzinskiy, L. Nekora, S. Kashevarov).
47 Омар Хайям, Сад желаний, Mосква: Азбука, 2004; Р.Ш. Малкович. Омар Хайям,С.Петербург: Наука, 2004; Омар Хайям, Рубаи: Русские переводы, С.-Петербург,
2007.
48 Е. Голубев, «Санкт-Петербургский университет», № 30 (3689), 29 декабря 2004
(http://www.spbumag.nw.ru/2004/30/21.shtml).
49 1st ed. Moscow 2000, many other exclusive and luxury editions since.
50 See ‘Омар Хаййāм. Рубā‘ūйāт, 1959, II, c. 66 (Persian text), no. 221.
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51 See www.regnum.ru/english/775851.html (05/06/2009).
52 “Не оплакивай, смертный, вчерашних потерь, / Дел сегодняшних завтрашней
меркой не мерь, / Ни былой, ни грядущей минуте не верь, / Верь минуте текущей,
будь счастлив теперь!” (Омар Хайям, Рубайат, пер. Г. Плисецкого, 1975, ibid., с.
24, № 14). The Persian original seems to be “”ﺑﺮ ﺧﯿﺰ ﻭ ﻣﺨﻮﺭ ﻏﻢ ﺟﻬﺎﻥ ﮔﺬﺭﺍﻥ. The call ‘to be
happy nowadays’ in this poem should have been of special importance for the Russian
president in those last months of his presidency.
53 See http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1210928340.
54 “Для достойного нету достойных наград”, the first line of ruba‘i no. 370 in Plisetskiy’s
tr., Moscow, 1975, p. 232.
55 See http://www.russianamerica.com/common/arc/story.php?id_cat=24&id=418066 .
56 Plisetskiy Khayyæm even took a form of a cell phone game advertised in the Net for
Motorola V535 model, see http://cubez.ru/game-43623-model-747.html.
57 See the article “Владимир Путин заставил екатеринбуржцев полюбить Омара
Хайяма” (Екатеринбург: Новый Регион, 05.03.07, http://nr2.com.ua/ekb/107618.html).
58 See the online Белый город catalogue http://www.labirint.ru/pubhouse/418/ ; http://www.
belygorod.ru/catalog/23984/.
59 Хайям, Рубаи на русском и немецком языках, с иллюстрациями П. Бунина. Москва:
Орбита-M, 2006.
60 See for example, Омар Хайям, Как чуден милой лик, Москва: ЭКСМО-ПРЕСС, 2000.
61 Rubayat of Omar Khayyæm with commentaries by Paramhansa Yogananda on the first
translation of E. FitzGerald, edited and commented by J.D. Walters and his disciples,
Chelyabinsk, 1999.
62 See Эмир Хаим (Омар Хайям), “Рубаи” (литературная сенсация!), пер. и
комментарии Д. Серебрякова, Москва: ОЛМА-ПРЕСС, 2000.
63 See above, n. 31.
64 Жуковский, 1897, с. 1.
65 This was used by Zhukovskiy to confirm his theory of Khayyæm’s forged authorship of
the majority of the poems ascribed to him. We are not touching here on the theme of what
poems could belong to Khayyæm, but A.N. Boldyrev in his lectures in Leningrad
University explained that such a diversity of subjects in the ruba‘is ascribed to him was
the result of the fact that very different professional and amateur poets were ready to sacrifice their own authorship and fame for the sake of the immortality of their poetry.
66 There is some documental evidence that the prisoners of the 80s in Russia used to “cure
their bad moods” (just like V. Putin 20 years later) with the poems of Khayyæm. Irina
Ratushinskaya, a Russian poet and writer, and a member of International PEN spent four
years (1982-86) as a political prisoner in a labour camp; in her prison memoir: Ирина
Ратушинская. Серый - цвет надежды (New York: Knopf, 1988, in English; Overseas
Publications Interchange Ltd., London 1989, in Russian), Ratushinskaya describes a message from a fellow prisoner: “Hello, Irina, I am Volod’a. I will be released in three years.
I love poetry and my favourite poet is Omar Khayyæm. I have put down the poem I remember by heart for you. You will love it too”. And attached to the letter was a separate
piece of paper with a ruba‘i written in tiny letters (http://lib.ru/MEMUARY/
RATUSHINSKAYA/ratush_gch.txt).
67 William H. Martin & Sandra Mason, The Art of Omar Khayyæm: Illustrating FitzGerald's
Rubaiyat, London, 2007; see also their article in Encyclopaedia Iranica online
(Khayyam, Omar ix. illustrations of English translations of Omar Khayyæm’s Rubaiyat).
68 Martin & Mason, p. 28.
69 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, Boston, 1898.
70 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, New York, 1899.
71 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, London, 1913.
72 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, Philadelphia, 1942.
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73 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, London, 1958
74 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, New York, 1964.
75 See also the comments of Gary Garrard, A Book of Verse. The Biography of the Rubaiyat
of Omar Khayyæm, Stroud, 2007, pp. 197, 199, 206, 211, 217, 219.
76 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, the Astronomer-Poet of Persia, London,
1859.
77 The first illustrated edition of the FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat was published with the prints by
E. Vedder: The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, Boston, 1884
78 Омар Хайям, Рубаи, в Избранная лирика Востока, сост. Ш.Шамухамедов (Laureate
of the international Firdousi prize), ред. Б. Пармузин, Ташкент: Издательство ЦК КП
Узбекистана, 1978. This pocket size, very popular edition of the Soviet era, claims that
this book is the first attempt to publish the best Russian translations of Khayyæm by
Rumer, Tkhorzhevsky, Derzhavin, Plisetskiy, Strizhkov and S. Ivanov. This is mentioned
in Russian and Persian (in nasta‘liq and nasta‘liq-i shikasta) on the flyleaves at both ends
of the book. This publication also opens with a portrait of Khayyæm in colour.
79 One of the EKSMO’s editions also contains Russian translations of Hafiz’s ghazals but
the cover has a P. Bunin illustration of a completely naked girl, an old turbaned man and
a jar of wine and mentions only Khayyæm’s ruba‘i: Омар Хайям, Рубаи. Хафиз, Газели,
Москва: ЭКСМО-ПРЕСС, 2000. Khayyæm’s translations are accompanied by Bunin’s
images (see below); Hafiz is illustrated with black and white images from medieval
Persian manuscripts.
80 See above, n. 24.
81 Sangorski’s unique Khayyæm book (binding), completed in 1911 was decorated with over
a thousand precious and semi-precious jewels and thousands of separate leather inlays; it
took the firm Sangorski & Sutcliffe (est. 1901) two years of continuous work to finish.
The book was the most ambitious project ever undertaken in the history of bookbinding.
Several months after the Titanic disaster Sangorski drowned, following the fate of his
creation, which before its final demise had survived a crucial financial disaster.
82 P. Bunin (1927-2007), member of the Russian Union of Artists, studied at Surikov
Institute, in 1978 emigrated to Austria, came back from Vienna to Moscow in 1987 after
the collapse of the Soviet Union. Organized about 60 personal exhibitions in Moscow,
Paris, Cambridge, Vienna, Pyatigorsk, Sakhalin and other places; author of many graphic
series, illustrating poetry of Homer, Sophocles, Boccaccio, Pushkin, Lermontov,
Shevchenko, Shakespeare, Kipling, Heine, Goethe, Voltaire, Moliere, Hugo, Mérimée,
Charles de Coster.
83 Омар Хайям, Рубаи, Москва: Орбита-M, 1990.
84 Омар Хайям, Как чуден милой лик, 2000.
85 Омар Хайям, Как чуден милой лик, 2000, cc. 46-47 (translations by Rumer and
Plisetsky).
86 Омар Хайям, Рубаï, Киэв: Грамота, 2002.
87 The first editions appeared in the late 1990s.
88 Омар Хайям, Как чуден милой лик, под ред. В. Коркина, Москва: ЭКСМО-ПРЕСС,
2007; Омар Хайям, Рубаи, пер. И. Евсы, Москва: ЭКСМО-ПРЕСС, 2008; Омар
Хайям, Вином любви смягчай неправды жизни, под ред. М. Синельникова, Москва:
ЭКСМО-ПРЕСС, 2008.
89 Омар Хайям, Рубаи, пер. И. Евсы, 2008.
90 Омар Хайям, Сад истин, пер. И. Евсы, Москва: ЭКСМО-ПРЕСС, 2008.
91 Irina Starzhenetskaya (born 1943), member of the Russian Fine Art Academy, laureate of
several state awards, participated in many Russian and international personal and group
exhibitions, from 1989 is involved in Russian Orthodox church interior painting. For her
Khayyam paintings, see http://marsgallery.ru/calendar/archiveexhibitions?version=RU&
exhibition=137.
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92 Omar Khayyæm in Manuvakhov’s translations (Омар Хайям в переводах Х.
Манувахова, Рубаи, к 960-летию со дня рождения Омара Хайяма, С.-Петербург:
Новая Нива, 2009).
93 A very similar image was used for the cover.
94 Омар Хайям. Рубаи. Рисунки, картины и декупажи Анри Матисса, Сергиев Посад:
Фолио, 2010, с. 113. The publication makes no reference to Matisse’s works or their
provenance.
95 Фахриддин Гургани, Вис и Рамин, Петрозаводск, 1996.
96 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, London: John Lane Publisher, 1901.
Although his black and white illustrations express exactly the same idea of a fully dressed
old sage and a handsome naked youth, in his case this is almost always a boy instead of
the usual curvaceous girl, indicating that his illustrations served the same function but for
slightly different audience.
97 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, Cambridge: Galloway and Porter, 1914.
98 E. FitzGerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, London: Constable, 1920.
99 In Cyberflix’s PC game, called Titanic: Adventure out of Time, the object is to save three
important items: the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyæm, one of Hitler’s paintings, and a notebook that proves German officials were attempting to gain geo-political advantage by instigating communist revolution in Russia.
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Fig. 15:

Alexander Gushchin, illustration of the Ruba‘i of Khayyam: “Be happy! You
will not last forever...” © A. Guschchin.

Fig. 16:

A typical display of Khayyam translations (St Petersburg major bookstore
Dom Knigi, 28 Nevskiy Prospekt, photograph © F. Abdullaeva, June 2010).

Fig. 17: One of many poetry series (EKSMO Publishing House), where Khayyam, together with ‘Persian Classical Poetry’ is included among the Russian poetry:
all other volumes in the series are dedicated to the most famous Russian
poets (Dom Voennoy Knigi, 20 Nevskiy Prospekt, open 24 hours 7 days a
week, photograph © F. Abdullaeva, June 2010).

Fig. 18: Omar Khayyam, Ruba‘i, Moscow: Mir entsiklopediy (miniature edition),
Avanta+, Astrel, 2011, photograph © F. Abdullaeva

Fig. 19:

L.S. Bakst’s study of Ida Rubinstein as Cleopatra for the Dyagilev’s Ballets
Russes in Paris, 1909. Collection of Princes Lobanovy-Rostovskie, Konstantinovskiy Palace, Strelna/St Petersburg, photograph © Konstantinovsky
Palace.

Fig. 20:

Jean-Léon Gérôme, The Slave Market (1867), Sterling & Francine Clark Art
Institute, Williamstown, USA, photograph © Bridgeman Art Library.

Fig. 21:

Collage of different editions of FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat with a Russian version,
in Butromeevs’ Omar Khayyam and Persian poets of X-XVI centuries,
Moscow: Belyi gorod, p. 363 © Belyi gorod.

Fig. 22: Cover of the edition of Khayyam’s quatrains published by the Central
Committee of the Uzbek Communist party (B. Parmuzin (ed.), Sh.
Shamuhamedov (comp.), Tashkent, 1978).

Fig. 23:

P. Bunin, reproduced in: Omar Khayyam, How marvellous the face of the
beloved, M. Reisner (comp.), Moscow, EKSMO-PRESS, 2000, pp. 46-47 ©
EKSMO-PRESS.

Fig. 24: P. Bunin, reproduced in: Omar Khayyam, How marvellous the face of the
beloved, M. Reisner (comp.), Moscow, EKSMO-PRESS, 2000, cover ©
EKSMO-PRESS.

Fig. 25: I. Stepanova, reproduced in Omar Khayyam, How marvellous the face of
the beloved, M. Reisner (comp.), Moscow, EKSMO-PRESS, 2008, cover.
Stepanova obviously imitated Bunin’s style and the whole design of the edition of 2000 © EKSMO-PRESS.

Fig. 26: Vladimir S. Vasil’kovskiy, ‘White beauty’, reproduced in Omar Khayyam in
translations by Kh. Manuvakhov: Ruba‘i, St Petersburg: Novaya Niva,
2009, p. 11 photograph © Novaya Niva.

Fig. 27: Vladimir S. Vasil’kovskiy, ‘Brothel in desert’, reproduced in Omar Khayyam
in translations by Kh. Manuvakhov: Ruba‘i, St Petersburg: Novaya Niva,
2009, p. 93 photograph © Novaya Niva.

Fig. 28: Omar Khayyam, Drawings, paintings and decoupages by Henri Matisse,
Sergiev Posad: Folio, 2010, p. 113 © Folio.

Fig. 29:

Omar Khayyam, Drawings, paintings and decoupages by Henri Matisse,
Sergiev Posad: Folio, 2010, p. 117 © Folio.

Fig. 30: Fakhr al-Din Gurgani, Vis and Ramin, Petrozavodsk, 1996, illustr. by M.
Romadin, p. 164 © M. Romadin.

Fig. 31:

Fakhr al-Din Gurgani, Vis and Ramin, Petrozavodsk, 1996, illustr. by M.
Romadin, p. 165 © M. Romadin.

The Rubáiyát by the Persian poet ‘Umar Khayyam (1048-1131) have been
used in contemporary Iran as resistance literature, symbolizing the
secularist voice in cultural debates. While Islamic fundamentalists criticize
Khayyam as an atheist and materialist philosopher who questions God’s
creation and the promise of reward or punishment in the hereafter, some
secularist intellectuals regard him as an example of a scientist who
scrutinizes the mysteries of the universe. Others see him as a spiritual
master, a Sufi, who guides people to the truth. This remarkable volume
collects eighteen essays on the history of the reception of ‘Umar Khayyam
in various literary traditions, exploring how his philosophy of doubt, carpe
diem, hedonism, and in vino veritas has inspired generations of poets,
novelists, painters, musicians, calligraphers and filmmakers.
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