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Note on the Authors and Editor

EDWARD FITZGERALD was born on 31 March 1809, the son of John and Mary Purcell. FitzGerald was his mother’s maiden name, assumed by the family when she received a large inheritance. Educated at King Edward VI School, Bury St Edmunds, and Trinity College, Cambridge, he graduated in 1830 after befriending Thackeray and getting to know Tennyson. Most of his subsequent life was spent in or near Woodbridge, Suffolk. He travelled little and took up no profession. His first venture into print was a short biography of Bernard Barton, a Quaker poet, following his death in 1849. Seven years later FitzGerald married Barton’s daughter, Lucy; the couple soon separated. Among his many close male friends the most important was the orientalist Edward Cowell, who first introduced him to the Persian language and literature. The first edition of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam was published anonymously in 1859, almost failed but was discovered and promoted by the editor of the Saturday Review and the Pre-Raphaelites. Among FitzGerald’s other published works were translations from Aeschylus, Sophocles, Calderon and Jami. In 1864 he befriended a Lowestoft fisherman, Posh Fletcher; the two became partners in herring-fishing, and their unusual relationship lasted for more than a decade. On 14 June 1883 FitzGerald died in Norfolk, leaving behind a voluminous series of letters which reveal a man of great culture, insight and humour. A monument to his artistic sensitivity, they also sum up the uneventful life of vicarious pleasure enjoyed by a modest, reclusive literary genius.

OMAR KHAYYAM, whose second name means ‘tent-maker’, was a Persian astronomer, mathematician and freethinker whose dates have been reasonably well established as 1048–1131. All his life was spent in his native town of Naishapur, where his most celebrated achievement was to direct a commission charged with reforming the calendar, which was done with remarkable accuracy. This brought him celebrity in the Islamic world, but he was not known for his poetry until several decades after his death, when the now famous Rubaiyat (or rubais, quatrains) began to be ascribed to him with varying degrees of authenticity. His beliefs are difficult to determine with accuracy but the overall impression gained from the quatrains is compounded of rationalism, light cynicism and a hedonistic spirit. His reputation as a poet, more substantial in the West than in Persia itself, was popularised by FitzGerald’s adaptations.

FARRID UD-DIN ATTAR was born about a decade after the death of Omar Khayyam and lived until c. 1230. Originally a druggist, Attar renounced the world in order to lead a life of stern asceticism, and became a prolific writer of Sufic works. His most valuable achievements were a biographical study of eminent mystic divines and instructional writings known as mathnawis, including the Pandnama (Book of Counsels) and the Mantik ut-Tair (Speeches of the Birds).

TONY BRIGGS, Emeritus Professor of Russian at Birmingham, Senior Research Fellow at Bristol University, is a well-known writer and broadcaster on Russian cultural affairs and European poetry. His recent translation of War and Peace was critically acclaimed. Among his many publications are six editions in the Everyman’s Poetry series.
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Year

1812

1813

1814

1815

1829
1830

1832
1833

1834

Literary Context

Dickens born

Jane Austen, Pride and
Prejudice

Wordsworth, The
Excursion

Shelley, Prometheus
Unbound

Death of Keats

Births of Baudelaire,
Dostoyevsky, Flaubert

Birth of Matthew
Arnold

Death of Shelley

Death of Byron

John Clare, Shepherd’s
Calendar

Tennyson, Poems,
Chiefly Lyrical

Death of Scott

Carlyle, Sartor Resartus

Death of Coleridge

Historical Events

Napoleon enters Russia

America declares war on Britain

East India Company monopoly
abolished

Wellington invades France

Napoleon deposed, banished to
Elba

Defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo

Congress of Vienna

Corn Laws passed

Accession of George IV

Death of Napoleon

Famine in Ireland
Greek Declaration of
Independence

Catholic emancipation
Accession of William IV

First Parliamentary Reform Act

Abolition of slavery in British
Empire

Trials of Tolpuddle Martyrs

New Poor Law establishes
workhouses
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1837 Dickens, Oliver Twist Accession of Queen Victoria

1838 Dickens, Nicholas Anti-Corn Law League
Nickleby established

1840 Dickens, Old Curiosity
Shop

1841 Carlyle, On Heroes and Robert Peel becomes prime
Hero-Worship minister

1842 Tennyson, Poems Chartist riots

1843 Death of Southey
Wordsworth becomes
Poet Laureate
1844 Elizabeth Barrett
Browning, Poems

1845 Famine in Ireland (1845-51)
1846 Repeal of Corn Laws
1847 Charlotte Bronté, Jane
Eyre
Emily Brontg,
Wuthering Heights
1848 Thackeray, Vanity Fair Revolutions in Europe
Formation of the Pre-
Raphaelite
Brotherhood

1849 Ruskin, Seven Lamps of
Architecture

1850 Wordsworth, The
Prelude
Death of Wordsworth
Tennyson, In
Memoriam
Tennyson becomes
Poet Laureate
1851 Ruskin, Stones of Venice Great Exhibition
1852 Thackeray, Henry Fall of French Republic
Esmond
1853 Mathew Arnold, Poems
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1864

1867

1868

44

46

47

48
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Publication of Six Dramas from Calderon, freely
translated by Edward FitzGerald. Translating Sadi

August: Carlyle stays with FitzGerald at Farlingay,
near Woodbridge

Salaman and Absal published. Reads the Rubaiyat of
Omar Khayyam, which Edward Cowell has
discovered in Oxford

4 November: marries Lucy Barton in Chichester

Separates from his wife, and translates many of the
Rubaiyat

9 April: FitzGerald's translation of the Rubaiyat,
published by Bernard Quaritch

Moves to lodgings in Market Hill, Woodbridge

Quaritch remainders the translations, offering
them for a penny. They are discovered by the
editor of the Saturday Review, and then by the
Pre-Raphaelites

Buys a cottage on the outskirts of Woodbridge; has
it enlarged, but continues to live in Market Hill.
Meets Joseph (Posh) Fletcher

The lugger Meumn and Tuum is built. FitzGerald and
Posh form a herring-fishing partnership

Enlarged edition of the Rubaiyat
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1870
1872
1873
1874

1876

1879
1880-1

1882
1883

61
63
64

67

70
71-2

73
74

Partnership with Posh Fletcher dissolved

Third edition of the Rubaiyat

Evicted from his rooms in Market Hill

Moves to his ‘chateau’, Grange Farm, later known
as Little Grange

Formally acknowledged as the translator of the
Rubaiyat.

He publishes ‘an impudent version of the

Agamemnon’

Fourth edition of the Rubaiyat

Translations of Sophocles privately distributed

Readings in Crabbe published by Quaritch

14 June: dies at George Crabbe's rectory, Merton,
Norfolk;
19 June: buried in Boulge churchyard
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1860

1861

1862

1863

1864

1865

1866

Dickens, Hard Times
Matthew Arnold,
Poems, Second Series
Tennyson, Maude, and
Other Poems
Thomas Hughes, Tom
Brown’s Schooldays

Trollope, Barchester
Towers

Elizabeth Barrett
Browning, Aurora
Leigh

George Eliot, Scenes of
Clerical Life

Darwin, Origin of Species

Tennyson, Idylls of the
King

George Eliot, The Mill on
the Floss

Wilkie Collins, The
Woman in White

J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism

Death of Elizabeth
Barrett Browning

Christina Rossetti,
Goblin Market and
Other Poems

Death of Thackeray

Trollope, Can You
Forgive Her?

Yeats born

Kipling born

Arnold, Essays in
Criticism

Swinburne, Poems and
Ballads

Crimean War begins
Palmerston becomes prime
minister

Peace of Paris

Indian Mutiny

British Crown assumes control of
India

Construction of Suez Canal
begins

Death of Prince Albert
American Civil War (-1865)
Victor Emmanuel King of Italy

Death of Landor

Last cholera epidemic in Britain
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1867

1868

1869

1870

1871

1872

1873

1874

1876

1877

1878

1879
1880

1881

1882

1883

Water Bagehot, English
Constitution

William Morris, Earthly
Paradise

Browning, The Ring and
the Book

Matthew Arnold,
Culture and Anarchy

Death of Dickens

D. G. Rossetti, Poems

Darwin, Descent of Man

Tennyson, Gareth and
Lynette

Eliot, Middlemarch

Death of J. S. Mill

Hardy, Far From the
Madding Crowd

Mark Twain, The
Adventures of Tom
Sawyer

Henry James, The
American

Gilbert and Sullivan,
HMS Pinafore

Hardy, The Return of the
Native

Meredith, The Egoist

Deaths of George Eliot
and Flaubert

Henry James, Portrait of
a Lady

Virginia Woolf born

James Joyce born

Meredith, Poems and
Lyrics

Second Parliamentary Reform
Act

Gladstone becomes prime
minister

Franco-Prussian War
Unification of Germany

Paris commune

Third Parliamentary Reform Act

Gladstone resigns

Gold Coast annexed

Disraeli prime minister

Victoria proclaimed Empress of
India

Congress of Berlin

Zulu War
Gladstone’s second ministry

Death of Disraeli

British occupation of Egypt

Fabian Society founded
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Rubaiyat of
Omar Khayyam

Bird Parliament

Farrid ud-Din Attar
Translated by EDWARD FITZGERALD

Selected and edited by TONY BRIGGS

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON
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1830

1833

1835

1837

1842

1844
1846
1849

43

Graduates, and pays a brief visit to Paris with
Thackeray

Befriends William Kenworthy Browne: close
relationship for twenty years

FitzGerald family moves to Boulge Hall,
Woodbridge, Suffolk
Settles in Boulge Cottage

15 September: first meeting with Carlyle

Collects historical research materials for Carlyle
Working on Euphranor, A Dialogue on Youth

19 February: death of Bernard Barton, Quaker
friend and poet. Edits and introduces a selection
of his work, including biography

Euphranor published
Polonius: A Collection of Wise Saws and Modern
Instances published
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Year

1809

1816

1818

1821

Age

Life

31 March: Edward Purcell born at the White
House, Bredfield, Suffolk, the seventh child of
Mary (née FitzGerald) and John Purcell

Purcell family moves to France. Two years at
Saint-Germain-en-Laye and then Paris

Mrs Purcell’s father dies, leaving her a fortune; the
family assumes the name of FitzGerald and
returns to England

FitzGerald sent to King Edward VI School, Bury St
Edmunds. Lifelong friendships formed with
William Bodham Donne and James Spedding

Family moves to Wherstone Lodge, near Ipswich

Enters Trinity College, Cambridge. Lifelong
friendships formed with John Allen, W. H.
Thompson and Thackeray





