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Abstract This article explores two modern Sanskrit translations of Omar Khayyam’s Rubaiyats, cre-
ated independently by Pandit Adibhatla Narayana Das (1937) and Professor Narahari Govind Suru
(1981). Both scholars worked from Edward FitzGerald’s English version, adapting it into Sanskrit
according to classical poetic conventions. Through a comparative analysis, the study examines the
translators’ differing choices of metre, diction, and cultural adaptation, highlighting how each
negotiates the challenges of rendering Khayyam’s philosophical quatrains within the rigid structure
and aesthetic expectations of Sanskrit poetry. Attention is also given to strategies of domestication
and foreignisation, revealing how each translator reinterprets the Persian original within an Indian
literary and intellectual context. Ultimately, these translations not only exemplify creative engage-
ment with classical Sanskrit forms but also illuminate broader processes of cross-cultural mediation
and the modern reinvention of Sanskrit literary expression.
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1 Introduction

In the 19th century, Omar Khayyam,' a Persian scholar from the late 11th and early
12th centuries, garnered renown in the Western world for a series of four-line poems
known as Rubaiyats attributed to him. His poetic works resonated deeply with indi-
viduals across diverse cultural realms, to the extent that two Indian scholars of the
20th century were inspired to render his verses into Sanskrit.

-

Omar Khayyam was a polymath, famous for his contributions to mathematics, astronomy, philosophy, and
poetry, who lived in the late 11th and early 12th centuries in Seljuk Empire. As a mathematician, Khayyam
worked on geometry and developed methods for solving certain cubic equations. In the field of astronomy,
the greatest achievement of Omar Khayyam was the reform of the Islamic calendar. He was commissioned
by Seljuk sultan Malik-Shah to undertake the necessary astronomical observations. As a philosopher,
Khayyam considered himself an intellectual disciple of Avicenna. See also Boyle (1975: 658-664).

® © 2025 The Author(s). This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
@ License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction
BY

in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6177-3758
mailto:marta.m.karcz@gmail.com

114 Marta Karcz

One of them, Pandit Adibhatla Narayana Das, was so captivated by the English
translation of the Rubaiyats that at the age of 60 he made the choice to learn Persian
in order to study Omar Khayyam’s work as thoroughly as possible (Narayana Das
1937: i-ii). His effort resulted in publishing the translations of the Rubaiyats into
Sanskrit and Telugu. Around 50 years later, a translation by another Sanskritologist,
Professor Suru, was also published. Both Narayana Das and Professor Suru sought to
create translations within the rules of Sanskrit poetry.

This research aims to shed light on how these translations reflect broader themes
of cultural exchange and literary innovation, thereby contributing to our understand-
ing of modern Sanskrit literature’s evolution.

2 The Rubaiyats

The Rubaiyats are witty, bold and sometimes cynical poems in which Khayyam rid-
icules various philosophical and theological trends of his time and struggles with
a sense of existential futility. They depict a man tormented by questions about the
nature of reality and eternity, the impermanence and uncertainty of life, and man’s
relationship with God. The poet questions the existence of both God and the afterlife
and ridicules unshakable faith. He also emphasizes the weakness and ignorance of
humans. The poet seeks peace in a joyful appreciation of the fleeting, sensual beauty
of the material world. However, even this cannot distract him from bitter reflections
on fundamental metaphysical issues (Seyed-Gohrab 2012).

The majority of the Rubaiyats are written in Persian; however, there are also
twenty-five Arabic poems attributed to Khayyam, attested by Muslim historians from
13th and 14th centuries. Little attention was paid to his poems by his contemporar-
ies, and it was not until two centuries after his death that a few quatrains appeared
under his name. Several of them contained views contrary to those propounded in
other works by Khayyam. Therefore, some scholars have hypothesized that they
were attributed to him because of his fame. For this reason, some scholars even
doubt whether Omar Khayyam wrote poems at all. However, John Andrew Boyle,
a British Orientalist and historian, pointed out that many other Persian scholars
including Avicenna, Ghazali and Tusi, produced poetry. According to him, it is
possible, therefore, that poetry for Khayyam was a pastime in his leisure time from
scholarly work (Boyle 1975).

It was Edward FitzGerald’s translation of Omar Khayyam’s poems that made him
famous in the modern period. It was published for the first time in 1859. FitzGerald’s
translations are remarkably free and creative, allowing him to introduce his own
ingenuity and vigour. A large number of stanzas have been actually paraphrased,
and some cannot be attributed to the source material at all. Moreover, although each
of Rubaiyats forms a complete poem in itself, FitzGerald arranged the poems into
a coherent whole with intellectual unity. Rubaiyats have been translated into almost
every major language and are largely responsible for shaping European perceptions
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of Persian poetry. In fact, both Narayana Das and Suru became acquainted with the
Rubaiyats precisely through FitzGerald’s translation, and it was this that served as
the source material in their work (Biegstraaten 2008).

In the 1930s, the Rubaiyats gained considerable popularity in India. Poet
Harivansh Rai Bachchan (1907-2003) translated them into Hindi. Omar Khayyam’s
poetry also inspired his own work. In 1935, he published a collection of four poems
under the title Madhusala. It presents a vision of an egalitarian society in which caste
and religious differences are abolished in favour of national unity. Like the Persian
poet, Bachchan criticised religious orthodoxy, social hierarchies and intolerance,
promoting humanism and Epicureanism. The poems allude to ideas of Indian nation-
alism, particularly in the context of the independence movement led by Mahatma
Gandhi (Castaing 2012).

3 Sanskrit Translations of the Rubaiyats

The author of the first Sanskrit translation of Rubaiyats was Pandit Ajjada Adibhatla
Narayana Das (1864-1945). He was a poet, musician, linguist, dancer, and phi-
losopher from Andhra Pradesh. He was most famous as an exponent of harikatha,
a solo narrative in which the storyteller explores a traditional Hindu theme.?
Narayana Das is sometimes referred to as the father of modern harikatha in
Andhra Pradesh. He created his own harikatha narratives, drawing inspiration
from Indian and English literature. He was also a talented musician (Lal 2004:
145). Narayana Das was the first Principal of Maharaja’s Government College of
Music and Dance established by Maharaja Vizianagaram in 1919. At the court of
Maharaja Vizianagaram, Narayana Das learnt about Hindustani music and intro-
duced to the Music College a unique style of classical music tradition, a blend of
Hindustani and Carnatic styles, which is known today as the Vizianagaram style.
This polyglot was versatile in nine languages: Telugu, Sanskrit, Tamil, Hindi,
Bengali, Urdu, English, Arabic and Persian. He was the author of translations into
Sanskrit and Telugu, in addition to creating original literary works in Telugu,
English and Sanskrit. His literary output includes poems, harikathas, prose works,
musical works, dramas, treatises on philosophy, literature and Vedic studies and
even children’s literature (Parthasarathi 2022).

Narayana Das made clear the reason why he decided to translate the Rubaiyats
himself. He believed that Edward FitzGerald’s English translations did not capture the
essence of the poetry of Omar Khayyam. He released his translation in 1937 under the

2 Harikatha is a form of solo narration from southern India, originally closely associated with the cult of
Vishnu. It originated around the 16th-17th centuries as a way of propagating Vishnuism. It contains
elements of chanting, comic improvisation and references to contemporary themes. The storyteller is called
a Haridasa or Bhagavatar. Initially, only men were the performers, but after India’s independence, harikatha
began to be performed by middle-class women as well. See also Lal (2004: 145-146).
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title Rubaiyat of Omar Khaiyam with English Translation by Edward FitzGerald, Translated
into Sanskrit and Désyandhram. The publication comprises 110 poems; each item is pre-
sented in Persian (both Persian script and Latin transliteration), FitzGerald’s English
translation, and translations into Sanskrit and Telugu. In the introduction, he states
that for the translation he used the original text of the Rubaiyats in Persian and also
the English translation by Edward FitzGerald. Narayana Das claims that when he read
Edward FitzGerald’s translation of Rubaiyats, he decided to learn Persian and then study
this masterpiece in the original language. Moreover, he states that his translations into
both languages are more literal and precise than FitzGerald’s version. Therefore, to prove
his point, he translated into Sanskrit separately Persian original text and FitzGerald’s
rendering—thus, each verse has two versions in Sanskrit and two versions in Telugu.®

The man who decided to translate Rubaiyats into Sanskrit 50 years after Narayana
Das, was Professor Narahari Govind Suru (1898-1980). After completing his MA in
1923, he joined Fergusson College as Professor of Sanskrit and Ardhamagadhi. In
1924 he became a member of the Deccan Education Society and worked there until
1932. He served as Principal at Nowroji Wadia College (1951-1959) and then at
Ruparel College, Bombay (1959-1964). From 1964 to 1973, he acted as secretary of
the Modern Education Society. He was also associated with the Bhandarkar Oriental
Research Institute, where he served as treasurer from 1948 to 1960. As part of his
scholarly and research activities, he prepared critical editions of classical texts, the
most important of which are Gaiidavaho and Karpiiramafijari. He was a versatile
scholar and an outstanding educationist who dedicated his life to education and
learning (Muley 2015: 655-655).

The title of Professor Suru’s Sanskrit translation of the Rubaiyats is Umarasa-
taka. The word umara is a Sanskritized form of the name Omar, while Sataka literally
means ‘consisting of a hundred’. This term united with the name of the author, often
served as the title of collection of Sanskrit verses meaning ‘a collection of 100 stan-
zas’ (e.g. Amarusataka i.e. ‘The hundred stanzas of Amaru’). Indeed, Professor Suru
selected exactly one hundred stanzas for this publication. The book does not identify
the English translator, but it is clear from the included English texts that Suru used
FitzGerald’s version. The book was released in 1981—about a year after the demise
of the author of the translation.

Umarasataka is preceded by two introductions. The first one, written in English,
was provided by Professor Aravind Mangrulker and titled A Handful of Flowers. It
contains short characterization of Omar Khayyam oeuvre, general remarks on the
translation by Professor Suru and more detailed comments on selected verses. The
second introduction was written by D.D. Bahulikar and it has a form of a poem

3 I do not claim proficiency in Persian; this analysis evaluates the translations from the perspective of
a Sanskritologist. Although consultations with Professor Tomasz Gacek (Jagiellonian University in Krakow)
allowed me to better understand the free manner of FitzGerald’s translation and the differences between it
and the Persian original, in this paper I limit the scope of my research to indirect translations from FitzGerald
and analyse them. I hope that my article might inspire scholars who know both Sanskrit and Persian
proficiently to conduct more in-depth study of this subject in the future.
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consisting of nine stanzas in Sanskrit. Bahulikar, himself a Sanskrit poet, also edited
the translation of Professor Suru.

4 Comparison of translations by Narayana Das and Suru

Analysing the two translations into Sanskrit, one can see that the translators, namely
Suru and Narayana Das approached their task quite differently. One of the most
important differences is that they chose a completely different kind of metre. Metre
is an essential component of Sanskrit poetry. Works should be composed using a cer-
tain rhythm, which imposes restrictions on the writer in the composition’s structure.
However, the metre is also associated with the semantic layer—as it is an important
aspect of poetic creation, which contributes to the development of a particular mood
and emotions in the recipient.

In the introduction to the translation of Professor Suru, Professor Aravind Man-
grulker praises him for choosing a metre called mandakranta (Mangrulker 1981:
5-11). The name of the metre means ‘slow-stepping’ or ‘slowly advancing’. A stanza
composed in this metre consists of four lines of seventeen syllables each; it typically
starts with a sequence of heavy syllables, moves through lighter ones, and ends with
alternating light and heavy syllables, producing a slow-to-accelerating rhythm. Thus,
the melodic line of the verse begins slowly, and after a while it accelerates notice-
ably, emphasizing the emotions depicted in the stanza (Cielas 2014: 35-40). Scholars
of Sanskrit poetics held that the mandakranta metre is especially apt for expressing
feelings of separation from a beloved. Therefore, this metre was most often chosen
by poets composing sandesakavyas—messenger poems usually depicting an exiled
lover sending a message to his separated beloved through a messenger, which could
be a natural phenomenon, animal or human being (Szczepanik 2014: 17-20). It
seems that the mandakranta also highlights very well the emotions contained in the
Rubaiyats—the inner confusion of a man struggling with questions about the true
nature of reality, eternity and the existence of God. The slow pace suits the gloomy
mood and overall tone of the Rubaiyats perfectly and underscores the meaning of
the original verse. Moreover, the emotions connected with this inner dilemma are
somehow similar to the suffering of a man separated from his loved one.

Pandit Adibhatla Narayana Das employed two different kinds of metre. In his
Sanskrit translation of FitzGerald’s rendering, he used anustubh sloka, and in his
Sanskrit translation of the Persian text he used aryagiti. Similarly, both translations
into Telugu are composed in different metres. The metre used in the translation from
Persian—giti has respectively 12, 18, 12 and 18 syllables in its four padas (Cieslikow-
ski 2017: 69). Sloka is a 32-syllable verse, derived from the Vedic metre anustubh. It
is one of the metres most commonly used by writers of classical Sanskrit literature.
The sloka consists of four padas or quarter-verses of 8 syllables each. It can be said
that it is one of the most basic metres, as it has been used in a wide variety of literary
genres (Cieslikowski 2017: 64-66). According to Ksemendra, a theoretician of Sanskrit
literature from the 11th century, it was appropriate metre for both scientific texts
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(Sastra) and poetry (kavya). He also praised this metre for its clarity. Thus, it seems
that sloka was also a suitable choice for rendering the meaning of the Rubaiyats. It
should also be noted that, by choosing sloka, he made the original quatrains written
in two lines.

The translations of FitzGerald’s rendering of Rubaiyats by Professor Suru and
Pandit Narayana Das are very different, mainly because of the kinds of metre
employed by both translators. Decisions about metre had their impact on vocabulary
and sentence structure. Although both translations convey the same general meaning,
their visual appearance and line-lengths differ markedly. This is the reason why the
translation of Professor Suru is twice as long as the translation of Narayana Das of
the same verse. One translator had to condense the meaning into a shorter form,
the other one had to extend it to fit the metre. Professor Suru in particular faced
numerous issues in this matter. As Professor Mangrulker notices in the introduction:
‘With its capacity to condense matter in a few compounded words, Sanskrit often
poses a problem for the translator’ (Mangrulker 1981: 10). This is clearly visible while
comparing translation of Prof. Suru with the English rendering of the same verses.
For example, in the verse 6,* he translated ‘lips’ as dantacchada-yugalaka—Tliterally
‘the pair of tooth covers’ (Suru 1981: 3). In Sanskrit there are separate words for
upper lip (ostha) and lower lip (adhara), the mouth is dasanacchada or dantacchada,
but in order to meet the metre requirements the translator had to add the word
yugalaka—couple, although it would have been enough to use the dual number in
the right case.

In some verses Professor Suru introduced even bigger changes. For example,
in the verse 13,> he changed a metaphor in the second half of the stanza. Instead of
‘Ah take the Cash and let the Credit go’ he wrote grahya ya bhoh karatalagata tittirir
no mayiiri ya svo labhya,® that means ‘Oh, hold the partridge that is in your hand,
not the peacock that can be reached tomorrow’. As it can be noticed, the translator

4 ‘And David’s Lips are lock’t; but in divine
High piping Pehlevi, with “Wine! Wine! Wine!
Red Wine!”—the Nightingale cries to the Rose
That yellow Cheek of hers to incarnadine’ (FitzGerald 2009: 19).
5 ‘Some for the Glories of This World; and some
Sigh for the Prophet’s Paradise to come;
Ah, take the Cash, and let the Credit go,
Nor heed the rumbie of a distant Drum’ (FitzGerald 2009: 75).
6 eke bhogan vibhavasulabhan aihikan manayante
tamyantyanye Srutinigaditam svargasaukhyam tu bhoktum
grahya ya bhoh karatalagata tittirir no mayuri
ya $vo labhya, na khalu $rnuya dindimam dirasabdam || (Suru 1981: 5).
Literally:
‘Some regard earthly pleasures, easily attained through wealth;
Others strive to enjoy heavenly joys proclaimed in scriptures.
Oh, hold the partridge that is in your hand, not the peacock that can be reached tomorrow.
Do not listen to the distant sound of drum.’
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replaced the cash and credit representing a sure profit and the possibility of even
bigger profit in the future, with birds. Tittiri is a partridge, a small game bird that is
obviously worth less than a beautiful peacock but is a sure gain. Thus, the message
of the poem in Sanskrit and in English is the same, although it was expressed in
a different way. The translator most probably was inspired by a Sanskrit proverbs
varam adya kapoto na $vo mayirah, meaning ‘a pigeon today is better than a peacock
tomorrow’, or varam tatkalopanata tittirih na punardivasamtarita mayiiri—‘a partridge
obtained immediately is better than a peahen tomorrow’ (Apte 1964). Professor Suru
most likely adjusted it to the requirements of the metre. Similar proverbs teaching
that a certain gain is better than a possibility of even bigger gain in the future, with
the example of birds, exist in numerous languages, for example ‘a bird in the hand is
worth two in the bush’ in English. A similar message can also be found in the fourth
book of Paficatantra, titled Labdhapranasam—Losing of Gain’.

Pandit Narayana Das while translating the FitzGerald’s version of this verse’
omitted this part and replaced it with words pibahastagatamrtam meaning ‘drink the
nectar in your hand’, which are not present in the English version. While translat-
ing from the original text, he paraphrased it into hastagatam ma tyaksih pasprha-
thamabhavisyadarthaya,® literally: ‘do not let go what is in your hand longing for
what is yet to come’. In this case, instead of a metaphor he conveyed the meaning
underlying it. There is no doubt that he communicated the sense of the poem, but it
is clear that he simplified it.

While translating the Rubaiyats, both scholars had to deal with cultural references
appearing in the poems. It may seem that they had to connect culturally very distant
worlds. However, it should be remembered that Persian and Sanskrit as Indo-Iranian
languages share history, literary heritage and some elements of their mythologies.
Moreover, Muslim dynasties have ruled in large parts of India since the 13th century.
These new rulers brought with them their own culture linked to the Persian language.
During the reign of the Muslim dynasties in India, the Persian was an integral part
of the state and was closely linked to the cultivation and consolidation of sovereign

7 Slaghate apsarasamyajva vayamdraksarasamstumah
sravyabhaveddiirabheri pibahastagatamrtam || (Narayana Das 1937: 25).
Literally:

‘Worshiper praises apsaras we praise the grape nectar,
Let the far drum would be heard, drink the nectar in your hand.’

8 nityam svarganagaryam ramya apsarasa iti vadanti eke
draksasava evayam amanojiia iti sarvadaprasamsami
hastagatam ma tyaksih pasprhathamabhavisyadarthaya
kamam bhratah $ravyah syad eva davistha dundubhidhvanah || (Narayana Das 1937: 25).
Literally:

‘Some always say: “Delightful apsaras are in the heavenly city”,

But I, instead, forever praise delightful wine.

Do not let go what is in your hand longing for what is yet to come.

O brother, indeed, even the distant sound of drum may be worth hearing.’
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identity. Hence these literary traditions intermingled for centuries (Truschke 2016:
7). Over time, however, Persian declined as the language of culture and science in
northern India, and much intellectual exchange shifted to English.

Both translators had to adapt the various proper names to Sanskrit diction and
metre yet in such a way that they could still be recognizable to the reader. The schol-
ars had to demonstrate the great ingenuity evident in proposing such changes without
compromising the original. Therefore, in the Suru’s translation of the verse 5,° the
toponym Iram becomes just iramanagari.'° This is a kind of hint for the audience to
immediately associate the name with the lost rich city of Iram, which, according to
the Quran, was destroyed by God because of the sins of its inhabitants. In the same
verse, Professor Suru adapted the name of the mythical king of Iran, Jamshid as
yamagjita. The name Jamshid is derived from Avestan yima meaning ‘twin’, which is
related to Sanskrit Yama (yama), Hindu God of death and a twin brother of Yami
(yami). Therefore, such an adaptation of the name in translation seems to be a very
successful choice by the translator. It may also be noted that in describing Jamshid’s
cup, Suru has added the epithet saptarekharikita, literally—'marked with seven lines’
which corresponds to FitzGerald’s ‘Sev’n-ring’d Cup’. According to Persian mythol-
ogy, the magical cup filled with elixir of immortality indeed was circled by seven
rings. Thus, the translator wanted to bring readers closer to this mythical artefact by
describing it in more detail. While translating the same verse Pandit Narayana Das
took completely different approach. He simply said namamatravisista vibhrastha nasta
puranarah,'! meaning ‘the ancients—distinguished only by name—have perished and
been lost’. Thus, he omitted both proper names present in the FitzGerald’s translation.
The meaning of the verse is similar; however, it cannot be stated that he translated
it very accurately.

The Sanskrit translations of Omar Khayyam’s Rubaiyats by Pandit Narayana
Das and Professor Suru can be analysed also through the lens of domestication and
foreignization, as discussed by Lawrence Venuti (1995). Narayana Das’s translation
employs domestication, making significant adaptations to align with Sanskrit literary
norms. It often omits proper names and focuses more on conveying the message of
the poem than on accuracy. Conversely, Professor Suru’s version, while incorporating
similar imagery, retains the exotic quality of the source text by Sanskritizing proper

9 ‘Iram indeed is gone with all his Rose,

And Jamshyd’s Sev'n-ring’d Cup where no one knows;
But still a Ruby kindles in the Vine,
And many a Garden by the Water blows’ (FitzGerald 2009: 18).

10 smartavyabhiid ‘iram’nagari tydjita padmajatam
pdtram nastam kva yamajitah saptarekhankitam yat
kimtu draksa vahita ruciram raktamadyapi ratnam
puspamodo jalatataruham jrmbhate vatikasu || (Suru 1981: 2).

11 namamatravisista vibhrastha nasta puranarah
adyapi phalitadraksa puspita vanamallika || (Narayana Das 1937: 11).
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names (e.g. rendering ‘Iram’ as iramanagari) and preserving original stylistic markers.
This hybrid strategy, between domestication and foreignization, preserves the source
text’s distinct cultural identity and invites readers to engage with its ‘otherness’. Thus,
the translators’ choices not only reflect differing aesthetic priorities but also mediate
a complex dialogue between indigenous literary traditions and global cultural influ-
ences. For instance, he replaces FitzGerald’s metaphor of ‘cash and credit’ with the
altered Sanskrit proverb of the crow and peacock, ensuring cultural resonance for
Sanskrit readers. Of course, in both cases the changes in translation were also moti-
vated by the choice of metre. These strategies are not mutually exclusive, yet they
demonstrate different approaches to the translator’s role and the intended outcome
of the translations.

5 Conclusion

Both translations are unusual yet fascinating publications. It is unlikely that these
books were released to bring the contents of the Rubaiyats to Sanskrit readers. After
all, at the time of publication, several English translations were available, as well as
translations into some Indian languages. Thus, the translators’ goals likely differed
from the usual aim of simply transmitting content. It is probable that Professor
Suru sought to demonstrate his expertise in Sanskrit while rendering the ideas of
the Rubaiyats through techniques appropriate to classical Sanskrit poetry. It could
also have been a kind of experiment on how certain content from another cultural
background can be rendered in Sanskrit. Pandit Narayana Das probably had slightly
different motives, as he translated the poems also into Telugu. Perhaps he really
wanted to introduce the Rubaiyats to users of that language. Therefore, it is possible
that the translation into Sanskrit was a side project. Possibly, like Professor Suru, he
wanted to demonstrate his knowledge in Sanskrit, or it was a kind of experiment on
how the same content would look translated into two languages by the same author.

In conclusion, a comparative analysis of Sanskrit translations of the Rubaiyats
by Pandit Adibhatla Narayana Das and Professor Narahari Govind Suru demonstrate
the difficulties faced by translators adapting their work to the requirements of clas-
sical Sanskrit poetic styles. Their works illustrate how the challenges of metre and
linguistic economy in Sanskrit can drive innovative translation strategies. Rather than
replicating FitzGerald’s interpretation, each translator offers a unique interpretation
that highlights the dynamic potential of cross-cultural literary transmission. Ulti-
mately, these translations not only broaden the reception of Omar Khayyam’s poetry
but also contribute to the ongoing evolution of contemporary Sanskrit literature. It
might also be seen as a form of manifesto—a translation into Sanskrit, the language
of the gods, alongside a translation from Sanskrit into Persian,'? could be a cultural
link between Hindu and Muslim cultures.

12 For more on cultural exchanges between Sanskrit and Persian traditions see Truschke (2016).
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