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INTRODUCTION

BY
DR. S. A. I IMAM

(Lecturer in Arabic, University of Ceylon)
e

The 10th Century A. D. may be regarded as the most bril-
liant period in the cultural history of Islam. Although the vast
empire of the Abbasids had lost its grip on the distant provinces
and practically all the provinces (excluding the metropolis Bagh-
dad and its suburbs) had passed into the hands of the opportu-
nists and upstarts who ruled the respective provinces as virtual
kings, and the political unity had received a severe setback, yet
it may be recalled that these petty kingdoms nominally recognised
the suzerainty of Baghdad for political reasons and had played
very important role in disseminating knowledge, by patronising
men of letters and creating a favourable atmosphere for the
advancement of sciences in general. What strikes a student of
Islamic civilization is the fact that the contributions made by these
newly formed kingdoms were shining as sparkling diamonds dis-
playing their rays all around. Thus Bukhara, Samarkand, Balkh,
Herat, Nishapur, Merv, Isfahan, Shiraz and Ray appear as great
seats of Islamic learning, vying with each other to present their
most brilliant savants to the age. The tradition thus built up in
all these great cities referred to above continued downright to the
Mongolic invasion of the middle of the 13th Century.

The 11th century A.D. from a cultural point of view may be
regarded as a continuation of the same traditions, because, we
come across some of the dynamic personalities like Imam al-
Ghazali (not al-Ghazzali)* and his celebrated contemporary

* GChazala was a small place near Tuz where he was born. Therefaore he should be called Ghazali as
a*'Nisba''. Because of this Nisba he is not Ghazzali os generally mispronounced.
Vide Kitabul Ansa'" by A. 5. Samaani.
**Gieschichte der Arabi Schen litteratur'’ by Brockel Mamm (p. 422)




Umar Khayyam, who have left desp impressions on the sand of
time. Arabic as a vehicle of scieatific and literary thought and
also as the lingua-franca of the Muslim world continued down-
right to the fourteenth century. Although it reasserted itself later
yet the complete collapse of political power of Baghdad which
otherwise served as a source of irspiration and symbolised Islamic
learning, could not create a favourable atmosphere and therefore
gradually lost its monopoly as the vehicle of thought which it
previously possessed.

Ghiyath-ud-Din Abdul Fath Umar bin Ibrahim-al-Khay-
yami universally known as Umar Khayvam was born at Nishapur
in North East Persia on Wednesday 18th May 1048 A. D.,
about cleven years after the death of the celebrated Abu Ali-ibn
Sina known as Avicenna to the West. Legends grow round
great personalities; so, it has also grown in course of time around
Umar Khayyam; one of the most original thinkers of Persia. Today
there is hardly any civilized language in which we do not find
Umar Khayyam either translated or interpreted. His biographers
tell us that he received his early education at Nishapur, his home-
town, and later on moved to Balkh (Mazar Sharif of modern Afga-
nistan). Young Khayyam had attained proficiencyin all the popu-
lar branches of learning while he was only seventeen. We further
learn that he had lost his father at the age of thirieen. We can
visualise what hardships the young student had to confront with,
because of the fact that in the death of his father he lost a sin-
cere guardian and supporter. However, determined to carry on
his further studies he devoted his time whole-heartedly to the
study of mathematics in which he was deeply interested. It was
at Balkh that we see him engaged in writing a treatise on the
solution of an algebraic problem. By about 1067 A. D. when
Umar must have been nineteen he wrote his first important trea=-
tise on “*The Indian Method of finding square-roots and cube-
roots”’. Unfortunately this treatise is not extant today; and
we hear about it in Umar’s another treatise which he calls
‘*Maqalat fil jabr Wal Mugabila’’ (algebra). These ecarly
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researches, thanks to his good luck, came to the notice of Ibn
Ahmed Alak Saria, the chief quadi of Samarkand who was a well-
known Shafite scholar and a noted patron of men of letters.
Glancing through this valuable treatise the chief quadi or the
chief justice, quickly recognised the merit of the young mathe-
matician and lost no time in giving an assurance to him for his
patronage. Relieved thus of his financial problem, Umar devoted
himself to more advanced researches in his subject.As a mark of
deep sense of gratitude to his patron Umar dedicated his* Treatise
on a solution of Algebraic Equations by conic sections’” to him.
The cultured judge was kind enough to present the young mathe-
matician to Khagan Shamsul Mulk, a prince of Bukhara (1068-
1079) who ruled under the suzerainty of the Saljuk King Malik
Shah, whose celebrated grand wazir Nizamul-Mulk, founded the
great Nizamia University at Baghdad which had the unique dis-
tinction of having Imam Ghazali on its staff as Professor of Isla-
mic Philosophy. Incidentally, Khagan happened to be a great
patron of scholars, like the chief justice and in appreciation of
the young mathematician’s genius, he did not fail to
introduce him to the grand wazir Nizamul Mulk, Thus the
circumstances favoured Umar to find himself in Isfahan
which was then the capital and could boast of ruling
the vast territory stretching from Transoxiana downright
to the banks of the Tigris. On the request of Umar, the
grand wazir Nizamul Mulk built an observatory at Isfahan.
This shows to what extent Umar had impressed his new
patron, Not only that, our young mathematician was also
appointed as the Director of this observatory while he was
only twenty-six. This historic event took place at a time
when all Europe was in the Dark age of crude medieval
system of Feudalism, It was in this very observatory that
Umar corrected the existing calendar. His calculations
differed only by 65 seconds from the Gregorian calendar
which the western civilization uses today.* This marvellous

¥The calendar was reformed by Gregory XIl| in 1582




achievement shines all the more when we take the fact
into consideration that Umar did his work at least 500
years before the telescope was invented.

So long as Malik Shah lived Umar had a calm and
peaceful mind to pursue his scientific researches. It was during
this period of patronage that he preduced some of his most
original works which embraced mostly mathematics, and meta-
physics. But after the death of the Seljuk ruler Malik Shah in
1092 AD,, Umar lost the Court patronage; because the new
prince who ascended the throne was not favourably disposed
towards Umar. We cannot dismiss the possibility that the
Court intrigues must have also prejudiced the mind of the new
sovereign. But thanks to Fakhrul Mulk, the son of late Niza-
mul Mulk, Umar was not dismissed from the court and he was
somehow allowed to carry on his work against an embarassing
background. I give below a list of some of the most important
treatises written by Umar in addition to the treatises referred
to above:-

Maqalat fil Jabr Wal Mugabila (Treatises in Algebra)
Musadarat Kitab Uglidas (Corallaries of Eucilid)
Lawazim Amkina (Forecasting Weather)

Persian Translation of the Sermon by Ibn Sina

Zich Malik Shahi

Risala Kawn Wal Taklif (Creation and Imposition)
Al Wujud (The Existence)

Kulliyat Al Wujud (Positivism of Exzistence)

Mizan al Hikam (Wisdom’s Balance)

RETC  R N C

What I have stated above throws just a sidelight on
the works of Umar connected with mathematics, Astronomy
and Metaphysics. But it must be borne in mind that he was
equally a great aunthority on Holy Quran, the Traditions of the
Holy Prophet, and other branches of Natural Sciences. Nizani
Arnzi Samarkandi whose notice of Khayyam as his disciple is
too well-known through the quotations by Fitzegerald.
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Except two or three anecdotes associated with the life
of Umar, we do not get a comprehensive picture as quite jus-
tifiably expected from a disciple of that eminent Mathematician
Scientist. I think it will be correct to say that we get a more
closer picture of this dynamic personality through the writings
of al-Baihaqi than even done by Shaharazuri in his Nuzhat-al-
Arwah. Al-Baihaqi tells us that Umar was regarded as an
authority on Islamic jurisprudence, history, a1n.d Quranic science
which had lifted him up in the eyes of the contemporary theo-~
logians.

It is said that one day Umar visited Shihabud-din, a
brother of Nizamul Mulk, and the celebrated al-Ghazali hap-
pened to be there They were discussing on the different readings
of a verse of the Holy Quran and when Umar dropped in unex-
pectedly they naturally turned towards Umar and referred
the problem under discussion. Umar stated the various readings
of the Holy scripture as maintained by various authorities. He
went a step further and made pointed references to the un-
authentic readings of the same verses; and in concluding the
discussion he showed his preference to one of these readings.
Imam Ghazali who was listening to him attentively exclaimed
thereupon: *“May God multiply men like youamong the scholars;
Take me as kin to your people and be well pleased with me for
I did not think that any Quran reader in the world, not to
speak of any philosopher, retained in his memory all that and
knew it*

It is also narrated on the authority of Al-Baihaqi that
one day Al-Ghazali called on Umar and put him a question
about fixing a particular point for polarity, out of so many
points of celestial sphere though the parts of the sphere are
similar, Umar thereupon promptly replied that he had already
referred to this problem in his work ‘‘Arais-al-Nafais”.

Continuing that Umar made a lengthy speech beginning

*|slamic Culture'" - 1932




with the statement that motion belonged to such a category,
He was all the time avoiding the real issue as was usnal with
that great Shekh until the sun rose high, By this time the
crier-"“muazzin” eried for the mid-day prayers and no sooner
Imam-Ghazali got up and said “The truth has come and false-
hood vanished; verily the falsehood is bound to vanish”*1 Al-
Ghazali very appropriately quoted this verse from the Holy
Quran which was also a fitting comment on the rationalistic
discussion.

Apart from the insight into Islamic theology, Jurispru-
dence and history, Umar was also an excellent translator from
Arabic into Persian. He had, on the request of some of his
friends at Isfahan translated a sermon of Avicenna from Arabic
into Persian which dealt with the conception of unity of God
in Islam.His treatise on Arabic on “Creation and Imposition”*2
reflects Umar’s wonderful command over Arabic. He is also
credited to have composed many gitat*3 in Arabic.His commen-
tators throughout the ages have recognised his command over
the language retaining his originality of thought and diction,

This much about Umar Khayyam as a mathematician,
metaphysician and naturalist. Before we come to his Rubaiyat
which is in fact the main theme of this short introduction, it
will be in the fitness of things to say a few words
about his Takhallus or nom-de-plume (Khayyam). Every Per-
sian poet assumes a secondary name, It is usunally taken from
his occupation, his birth place, or he is at liberty to pick up
out of the flowers or any beautiful object he thus prefers. It is
said that Khayyam is derived from the Arabic word Khaima
meaning a tent and since his father was a tent maker Umar
preferred to retain this professional nom-de-plume,Whether or
not his father was a tent maker, the name Khayyam was

*| Al Quran 17:81
2 “*Risala-ol-Kawn wal-Taklif**
3 Qita(pl. gitat) is a very short poem which may be rendered in English as
""Fragments"*
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not something quite new which Umar adopted. Arabic litera~
ture before Umar has some quite outstanding Khayyams.
Khatib Baghdadi (D:463H) the celebrated author of the ‘“His-
tory of Baghdad” for instance, refers to one Mohamed al-
Khayyam as a traditionist.*4

Rubai is a peom composed of four nemistichs whereof
the first, second and the fourth rhyme, The first three hemis-
tichs introduce the central thought whereas the fourth one
is striking and epigrammatical. Conventionally speaking the
fourth line must be free from high sounding words and should
be characterised by words in common usage, even colloguial.

It will be wrong to assert that Umar Khayyam was the
originator of the Persian quatrains. In fact two wellknown
Sufi poets of Rubaiyat had already flourished before him. I
mean, Baba Thahir, nicknamed as Uryan or ‘‘naked’” He was
a majdhub or a derwish “‘absrobed” He is reputed to have met
Avicenna in 1036 A. D. Abn Said bin Abil Khair an outstanding
sufi who died a year after the birth of Umar Khayyam, in 1049
A. D, was also regarded as a great master of Rubaiyat. In fact,
he raised Rubaiyat to a great height as a vehicle of religious,
mystic and philosophic thought, He is also credited to have
given the presentations and forms of the sufistic doctrine and
the allegorical colouring which henceforth remained typical of
this kind of poetry.Like Baba Thahir, as his biographers tell us»
he is also stated to have met Avicenna and had long discussions
on religious and metaphysical problems, It is said that when
they separated after their historic interview the Sufi remarked,
“what he knows I see’’ while the rationalist (Avicenna) remar-
ked “what I know he sees”’. I cannot resist the temptation of
quoting a rubai of this sufi who is reported to have sung this
in his mystical ecstasy.

#4 “Tharikh Boghdad - Val. XIlI, page 75.

11



“Gnostic who hath known the mystery,
Is one with God and from his self-hood free;
Affirm God’s being, and deny thine own,
This is the meaning of *No God But He”,

The rubai quoted above unmistakeably reflects in general
the attitude of a sufi to self in relation to God God as conceived
by sufi is “‘not only Almighty and All-good bat also is the sole
source of Being and Beauty, and indeed the One Being and the
One Beauty”.

The age in which Umar lived mysticism was in the air
and its phraseology was also utilised in ordinary speech, Sufi
poets in particular purposely adopted an allegorical language
rich in metaphors and similes, in order to escape the bitter
criticism levelled against them by conservative Muslims, who
held orthodoxy in higher esteem than tinging it with meta-
physical terminology. Poets, more so sufi poets derived meta-
phors generally out of gardens, paths and taverns where the
nightingale is a lover of roses and therefore a seeker after
truth; the rose is Divine Beauty and its fragrance is the Divine
Knowledge, Similarly, a traveller treading along the path
towards his Destination., when fatigued can stay awhile ata
station (maquamat). The traveller (salik) in order to reach his
goal has to stop at stations and these various stopovers have
keen named as piety, obedience, self-control, hunger, fear, etc.
Further, it is the love of the goal in the heart of the “traveller
which keeps him moving on and on. Nidhami Ganjavi (D: 1202)
makes pointed references to the sufistic “‘tavern’’ as follows:

“Last night I went to the tavern, what else could I do?
I was shouting, but no one listened to me,
Either none of the Wine sellers was up (at that time)
or I was so insignificant that none opened the door,
I went on shouting, some hours passed by; and then
Areveller looked down from the window and showed his face,

12
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He asked, ‘“‘rather strange! Whom do you want at this time?
What was the point in coming to us'atan odd time”?
I said to him “*please open the door™ and
He replied “get out, don’t talk nonsense;
No one opens the door for any visitor at this hour,
This is not a mosque whose gates are always opened,
That you come late and fall in line with the devolees;

® This is a tavern full of revellers (and there are)
Beauty, Candle, Wine, Candy, Flute and Violin,

éThc whole world is represented here (as there are)
Muslim, Brahmin, Zorastrian, Christian and Jew
If you desire to derive benefit out of this association
Be dust of their feet in order to achicve the goal
Oh! Nidhami why are you howering round this place

day and night?

Because you will not see except smoke from this flame™.

It will be gathered from the verses translated above that
the “tavern” also provides a fitting simile to this world of ours
populated by diverse creeds, wherein, a reveller is actually a
seeker after Truth; that he served with is the mystic knowledgz;
intoxication is the sate of ecstasy and the tavern-keeper is a
Shaikh whose spiritual personality is highly developed and who
pours out wine to the vistors according to their capacity. Thus
sufis combined mysticism with worldly wisdom in an allegorical
language. They also believe that the Knowledge of God cannot
be obtained merely by meditation and contemplation but by puri-
fication of the heart and by cleansing the faculty of _perception
from natural impurities, so that when the human mind is thus
purified it comes to a stage where the Divine Beauty can be ref-
lected uponit.

« As I have already stated, Umar Khayyam can be read
today in practically every civilized language of the world,
mostly through versified translations. But every student of
Persian literature in the east in particular is aware of the fact

13




that translation whether attemped in prose or poetry into a
western language is rather a difficult task. As we all know the
main object of a translator is to convey the idea of the original
into another language. This undertaking becomes more compli-
cated when translating works dealing with religion, philosophy
and other technical subjects. Translations of poems particularly
of those originals which carry mystical experience is still more
difficult. The first hurdle which a translator has to cross is the
conventional style of Persian poetry, sung in an allegorical lan-
guage. Every reader of the original Rubaiyat of Umar Khayyam
is fully conscious of the fact that here ““wine” is not whisky or
brandy, nor his ““saki’ or the Cup bearer is a damsel of a modern

bar. Arab mystic like Ibnul Farid for instance loudly proclaims
in one of his Odes:

“We have quaffed in remembrance of the beloved
A wine which made us drunk before the Vine was created”;
Shaikh Abdul Kadhir-al Jailani dictated his famous mystic Ode
beginning with:
“My Beloved offered me a cup of wine to drink
So I said to the Wine, Hail! to Thee”.

I am not exaggerating when I say that in order to verify
the Persian Rubaiyat one should be a poet; atleast equal in power
to the author. Even then, it might be a laborious task to clothe
the quatrains in foreign versus, conveying the exact trend of
thought and the native environment. It is true that to keep
scrupulously to the text for presenting a faithful translation the
language may appear alittle too literary to the reader, and the
music of the Rubaiyat may be lost. Fitzgerald’s versified presen-
tation of the Rubaiyat though excellent generally leaves an im-
pression as if Khayyam was a staunch believer in the epicurian
philosophy. Whereas, the original text offers an option to the
reader to interpret them eitherin a mystic or in a material sense.
Yet despite the basic differences in oriental and occidental envi-
ronment credit must be given to Fitzgerald to have accomplished

14




a highly complicated job. Taking his translation as a whole
one may say that according to the texts of Rubaiyat then avai-
lable the art, music and metaphors to a great extent have been
beautifully translated. In fact some of the Rubais have retained
not only the linguistic flavour of the original but also the entire
Persian environment seems to have been transported. Whereas
some of his renderings are not keeping pace with the original
theme. To my mind this may be due to the fact that no critical
edition of the Rubaiyat was published in Europe or in England
during his days. In Fitzgerald’s renderings we come to a beauti-
fully translated quatrain:

“You know my friends with what a brave carouse
T made a second marriage in my house

Divorc’d old barren Reason from my bed

And took the Daughter of the Vine to spouse”

To a non-mystic reader this may perhaps reflect the
polygamous tendencies of the poet. Whereas itisa fact that
Umar led a chaste and celebate life. Actually if we draw out
the metaphors he has used it will mean that Umar seems to
have been influenced by the philosophy of ultra-rationalism
advocated by his great contemporary al-Ghazali, who held that
one cannot have knowledge of God through the five senses as
they have restricted capacity. A seeker after truth therefore
finds that while treading along the path of knowledge the lamp
of rationalism he held so far, starts flickering. To continue the
journey as a traveller he can only pace forward by substituting
the flickering lamp with the candle of ultra-rationalism. In
mystic language this means expressing full confidence in God
and surrendering one’s self beforc His Will and seek light
through his mercy. In the last line of the quatrine quoted
above Umar Khayyam refers to marriage with the “‘daughter
of Vine”® which is just another word for wine used in Persian
poetry. This *‘Vine’’ means High knowledge gained by submit-
ting to the will of God and receiving through thestate of

15



triumphs or ecstacy.

The contemporary pocts of Umar Khayyam generally
carricd their living by gift of words, That is by glorifying the
rulers. But for Umar Khayyam poetry was not a source of
livelihood, but just to express the ideas that flashed his mind
at a particular time. The Rubaiyat therefore was composed at
different stages of his life. It also reflects correspondingly the
prevailing ideas which had gripped the poet. His scepticism,
his sincerity and his mysticism or should we say traditional
attitudes, expressed in rythmical and melodious verses have a
universal appealand would thercfore be interpreted in various
ways by diverse minds. Perhaps the most characteristic feature
of the Rubaiyat is that though the central ideas like the
human destiny, short human life followed by inescapable death
and religious values are repeated frequently; yet poetical skill
and veils with- metaphors to such an extent that the reader is
led to delude himself as if the poet is singing a new theme
altogether. For intellectuals who are gifted with the power of
appreciation the Rubaiyat, expressed in mystical language
appears to be illuminated by the sweet rational outlook, the
value of love and the moral randeur. To a layman as well,
these quatrainsare equally fascinating because of their rose

gardens, nightingales, and sweet-scented aromatic atmosphere
of the verses.

According to the biographers of Umar Khayyam the
Astronomer-poet foresaw his death. On the morning of his
last day in the year 1123 A.D. when he was about seventy-four
he was reading Avicenna’s ‘‘Ash-Shifa’> when he came to the
chapter ““The One and The Many” he placed his tooth pick bet-
ween the pages, called for the pious persons and bequethed
his property and fasted the whole day. After offering his
evening prayers (Isha) with his head bent on the ground, he
said ““Oh! God; I have tried to know Thee according to the

16



powers Thou hast givgh.me. ‘Therefore, forgive me, for this
knowledge is my only means of approach to Thee'’.

I am delighted to learn that Mr. Abdul Cader Lebbe is
bringing out a Tamul translation of the Rubaiyat of Umar
Khayyam. While welcoming his literary persuit I congratulate
him on his endeavour. As desired I am writing a short introduc-
tion so that the Tamil readers may be in a position to peep into
the life and work of one of the greatest scholars of all times.

I wish the translator best of luck in his literary enterpriz_e.

- Dr. S. A. Imam,

University of Ceylons Lecturer in Arabic.

Peradeniya.

Ind April 1765,
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