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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING LEGACY OF JOSÉ RIZAL’S MASTERPIECE

Few poems in world literature carry the weight of a nation's soul like Mi Último Adiós (My Last Farewell) by Dr. José Rizal. Written on the eve of his
execution by Spanish colonial authorities on December 30, 1896, this poignant masterpiece has been translated into countless languages, but none
resonate more powerfully with global audiences than the Me Ultimo Adios English Version. This English translation not only preserves the raw
emotion and patriotic fervor of the original Spanish text but also opens the door for non-Filipino readers to understand the sacrifice and vision of a
man who gave his life for freedom. In this article, we will explore the history of the poem, the nuances of its most famous English translation, its
cultural impact, and why the Me Ultimo Adios English Version remains a timeless call for liberty and human dignity.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF MI ÚLTIMO ADIÓS

To  fully  appreciate  the  Me Ultimo  Adios  English  Version,  one  must  first  understand  the  circumstances  of  its  creation.  José  Rizal,  a  polymath,
novelist,  and  ophthalmologist,  was  a  leading  figure  in  the  Philippine  Propaganda  Movement,  which  sought  reforms  from Spanish  colonial  rule.  His
novels Noli Me Tangere and El Filibusterismo exposed the injustices of the colonial system, leading to his exile and eventual execution for sedition.
While imprisoned in Fort Santiago, Rizal wrote Mi Último Adiós, hiding it inside an alcohol stove. The poem was smuggled out and later published,
becoming a rallying cry for the Philippine Revolution.
The original Spanish lines are deeply personal yet universal: Rizal bids farewell to his family, his country, and his ideals, expressing hope that his
death will inspire others to continue the struggle. The Me Ultimo Adios English Version carries this same emotional weight, allowing English-
speaking readers to connect with Rizal’s  sacrifice.  The most widely accepted English translation is  by Charles Derbyshire,  a American linguist  who
published his version in the early 20th century. However, other translators have also contributed, each adding subtle variations in rhythm and word
choice.

THE TRANSLATION THAT CAPTURED A NATION: CHARLES DERBYSHIRE’S VERSION

When discussing the Me Ultimo Adios English Version, the name Charles Derbyshire is almost synonymous with the poem. Derbyshire, who also
translated Rizal’s novels, aimed to maintain the poem’s formal structure while rendering its meaning faithfully. His translation begins with the
unforgettable lines: “Farewell, my adored Land, region of the sun caressed, / Pearl of the Orient Sea, our Eden lost!” This captures the Spanish “Adiós,
Patria adorada, región del sol querida, / Perla del mar de Oriente, nuestro perdido Edén!”
Derbyshire’s work is notable for its careful balance between literal accuracy and poetic beauty. He preserved the rhyme scheme and meter, making
the English version as memorable as the original. For example, in the third stanza, Rizal writes about dying for the fatherland: “A ti, facinorosa, / No
tiendo yo mi mano.” Derbyshire translates this as: “To thee, unnatural race, I stretch not forth my hand.” The word “facinorosa” (criminal) is softened
to “unnatural race,” reflecting a more diplomatic tone while keeping the critical spirit.
The Me Ultimo Adios English Version by Derbyshire remains the standard for scholars and schools alike. It is often recited on Rizal Day in the
Philippines,  but  its  influence  extends  far  beyond  national  borders.  The  poem’s  themes  of  martyrdom,  love  of  country,  and  hope  for  redemption
resonate universally, making it a staple in world literature courses.

EXPLORING THE STANZAS: A LINE-BY-LINE LOOK AT THE ENGLISH VERSION

The First Stanza: A Farewell to the Motherland
“Farewell, my adored Land, region of the sun caressed, / Pearl of the Orient Sea, our Eden lost!” These opening lines of the Me Ultimo Adios
English Version immediately establish the tone of deep affection and sorrow. Rizal addresses the Philippines as a lost paradise, evoking a sense of
innocence destroyed by colonial oppression. The phrase “pearl of the Orient Sea” has since become a poetic nickname for the country.

The Second Stanza: Willing Sacrifice
“Gladly now I give thee this faded life of mine, / And were it far more brilliant, more fresher and more fine, / Still would I give it to thee for thy sweet
sake alone.” Here, the English version captures Rizal’s selflessness. He declares that even if his life were more valuable, he would still surrender it for
his country. The repetition of “give” emphasizes the voluntary nature of his martyrdom.

The Third Stanza: Denouncing Tyranny
“In thy felon land, in thy gilded Sodom, / Where virtue is vice and vice is virtue—rotten!” Derbyshire’s translation of “felon land” and “gilded Sodom”
sharply criticizes the Spanish authorities. The use of biblical imagery (Sodom) suggests moral decay. This stanza is often quoted in discussions about
resistance against corrupt regimes.

The Fourth and Fifth Stanzas: Visions of the Afterlife
“I die but still I leave my spirit to thy keeping, / And if my soul should find its rest beyond the skies, / In the eternal dawn of a day without a setting, /
There will I wait for thee, my country, till thou dost arise.” These lines are among the most hopeful in the Me Ultimo Adios English Version. Rizal
imagines a future where the Philippines is free, and he waits in the afterlife to witness its rebirth. The imagery of “dawn without a setting” signifies
eternal freedom—a powerful metaphor that has inspired generations of activists.

The Final Stanza: A Legacy of Love
“Farewell, my all, my love, my life, my country—farewell! / Amid the tranquil vale and on the mountain’s crest, / In the desert waste and in the
crowded mart, / I leave to thee my faith, my love—my all.” The final words are a sweeping testament to Rizal’s devotion. The English version retains
the emotional crescendo, leaving readers with a sense of profound loss and enduring commitment.

WHY THE ENGLISH VERSION MATTERS: GLOBAL REACH AND CULTURAL EXCHANGE

The Me Ultimo Adios English Version is more than a translation; it is a bridge between cultures. For Filipinos living abroad, the English version
allows them to share Rizal’s message with non-Filipino friends, spouses, and colleagues. It also serves as a teaching tool in international schools,
where students learn about colonial history and revolutionary thought. The poem has been set to music, performed in theaters, and referenced in
speeches by world leaders such as Nelson Mandela, who cited Rizal as an influence.
Moreover, the English version adapts the poem to a linguistic landscape where English is a global lingua franca. By translating Rizal’s words, the Me
Ultimo Adios English Version ensures that his ideals of justice, education, and peaceful reform reach a wider audience. It challenges readers to
consider the cost of freedom and the role of the individual in society.

COMPARING TRANSLATIONS: WHICH ENGLISH VERSION RESONATES MOST?

While Charles Derbyshire’s translation is the most famous, several other translators have offered their own interpretations. These variations highlight
different aspects of the poem, enriching our understanding of the Me Ultimo Adios English Version.

Encarnacion Alzona’s Version: A more literal translation that prioritizes accuracy over poetry. Alzona, a Filipino historian, reproduces the
Spanish syntax closely, which can feel less fluid but is useful for academic analysis.
Nick Joaquin’s Version: The renowned Filipino writer offers a lyrical rendition that emphasizes the passion and drama. His version uses
modern vocabulary, making it accessible to contemporary readers.
Leon Ma. Guerrero’s Version: Guerrero, a diplomat and historian, aimed for a middle ground between literal and poetic. His translation is
often praised for its natural flow and emotional impact.

Each translator faces the challenge of conveying the original’s rhythm and rhyme. The Spanish original follows a hendecasyllabic (11-syllable)
structure, which is difficult to replicate in English. Some translators sacrifice rhythm for clarity, while others sacrifice literal meaning for beauty. The
Me Ultimo Adios English Version that a reader prefers often depends on their purpose: academic study, emotional connection, or performance.

THE POEM’S ENDURING THEMES IN THE ENGLISH VERSION

Patriotism and Self-Sacrifice
The central theme of the Me Ultimo Adios English Version is the willingness to die for one’s country. Rizal’s words celebrate martyrdom not as a
defeat, but as a gift. This theme resonates in modern movements for democracy and human rights, from the People Power Revolution in the
Philippines to protests in other nations.
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Hope for Future Generations
“And when the night has passed, and the dawn breaks forth anew,” Rizal writes, looking forward to a time when “the sun will shine on the fields of the
beloved country.” The English version captures this optimism, affirming that even in death, the poet believes in progress.

Condemnation of Injustice
Rizal does not shy away from criticizing his oppressors. The Me Ultimo Adios English Version includes lines like “In thy felon land, in thy gilded
Sodom,” which serve as a timeless rebuke against tyranny. Students of literature often analyze how the poem functions as a political protest wrapped
in elegiac verse.

HOW TO USE THE “ME ULTIMO ADIOS ENGLISH VERSION” IN EDUCATION AND ADVOCACY

Teachers and activists frequently use the English version as a tool for discussions on colonialism, nationalism, and moral courage. Below are some
practical ways to incorporate the poem:

Classroom Discussions: Assign the poem in world history or literature classes. Ask students to compare it with other farewell poems, such as1.
Dylan Thomas’s “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night” or Maya Angelou’s “Caged Bird.”
Creative Writing Exercises: Encourage students to write their own “last farewell” letters or poems, using Rizal’s structure as a template. This2.
fosters empathy and self-reflection.
Community Events: Recite the Me Ultimo Adios English Version at commemorative events, such as Rizal Day or International Human3.
Rights Day. Pair it with a discussion of current struggles for freedom.
Online Content: Bloggers and social media influencers can share excerpts from the English version, linking them to modern issues like climate4.
justice or political oppression. The poem’s universality makes it highly shareable.

CONCLUSION: THE TIMELESS CALL OF RIZAL’S FAREWELL

The Me Ultimo Adios English Version is not merely a translation of a historical poem; it is a living document that continues to inspire courage,
compassion, and a vision of a just world. Whether read by a student in Manila, a scholar in Tokyo, or an activist in Buenos Aires, these verses carry
the voice of a man who believed that love for one’s country could transcend death. As Rizal wrote in his final stanza: “I leave to thee my faith, my
love—my all.” For anyone seeking to understand the soul of the Philippines or the power of sacrifice, the English version of Mi Último Adiós remains an
indispensable treasure. Let its words remind us that even in the darkest hour, the hope for freedom shines brighter than any fear.


