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Bl el hiina
l ;olll;'.';e}-h';:i)zo_gff/ngllsl; Lﬂerralure, ‘:lritten in the late 1850s, the French critic Hip-
ave only a few condescending pages to Wordsworth, Coleridge
Percy Shelley, and Keats and then devoted a Iortll phg R the greall
est and most English of these artists: he is so - c' aPwdr Al e 'Bymn‘ -l
alone we shall learn more truths of hi; countr gl‘e:]“ ?ll: FRERRiRS chat fom i
together.” This comment reflects the fact th):nm;i o o th?n A A
0 t ‘ yron had achieved an immense
E:rr‘:’;:z:r;zzl::‘aml)‘n durlr}g h.ls own lifetime, while admirers of his English contem-
iinf cominu:j toml:);ia:?c;t:g :)::u;n&er. Through fr‘nén':hl of the nineteenth cen-
. of the greatest of English poets and the very
prototype of literary Romanticism. His influence was r?mniffstcd :’: )
, S s g :sted everywhere,
z;)t::tr::;:sek;\?:‘o;z(s);t: aanl:ldn,t\);elll§ltls (Balzac and Stendhal in France, Pushkin and
an;i composers (includi,ng Beetﬁ(:\:e: :::dAl;:flril(‘):za)).' e e ol
by :,:, f:enr:t&;tsu]:l(:etsépamtfrs, and composers across Europe and the Americas struck
bl insccus. )f;ﬁns place "wthl.n the canon of English Romantic poetry was
i oh Iiwmrre. ‘cdsame Victorian critics who first described the Romantic
finding in his voluy {’(3"0 .warr.led readcrs against the immorality of Byron’s poetry,
S pina thc.p uous m‘nagmatlon and aristocratic disdain for the commonplace
Thomer Catide ir o\\":ln,. middle-class values: “Close thy Byron; open thy Goethe,”
Pl healll?ier l:-rged' in Sartor Resartus (!834), meaning to redirect the nation
o l‘on'ea. ing Tattcr._ Aftcr getting a glimpse of the scandalous stuff
e pwseryved :IJOI;:"? ;, Fehc:a Hf:mans ceased to wear the brooch in which
S oc of the poet’s hau:: she could venerate him no longer. Indeed,
yre ou avc’had qualms about being considered a representative figure of a
“pcrlod 't'hnt also included Wordsworth (memorialized in Byron'’s Don Juan as
Wordy”") or Keats (a shabby Cockney brat, Byron claimed) or scribbling women
such as Hemans. These reservations were reciprocated. Of Byron’s best-k - ale
contemporaries, only Shelley thought highly of either the man or hic wnrl:‘?x::,::::::!h
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are signs that, among the naysayers, the negative reactions were tinged with
resentment at Byron’s success in developing a style that spoke to a popular
ience). Byron in fact insisted that, measured against the poetic practice of Alex-
er Pope, he and his contemporaries were “all in the wrong, one as much as
r. ... We are upon a wrong revolutionary poetical system, or systems, not
a damn in itself.” Pope’s Horatian satires, along with Laurence Sterne's novel
ram Shandy, exerted a significant influence on the style that Byron developed
his epic survey of modern folly, Don Juan.
ill, even as he had recourse to old-fashioned eighteenth-century models, Byron
ivated a skepticism about established systems of belief that, in its restlessness
defiance, expressed the intellectual and social ferment of his era. And through
h of his best poetry, he shared his contemporaries’ fascination with the internal
of the individual mind (although Byron explored personality in an improvi-
y and mercurial manner that could not have been more different from Words-
autobiographical accounts of his psychological development). Readers
ed over the intensity of the feelings his verse communicated—"its force, fire,
hought,” said the novelist Sydney Owenson—and the vividness of the sense of
found in it. Byron's chief claim to be considered an arch-Romantic is that
ovided the age with what Taine called its “ruling personage; that is, the model
contemporaries invest with their admiration and sympathy.” This personage is
Byronic hero.” He is first sketched in the opening canto of Childe Harold, then
s in various guises in the verse romances and dramas that followed. In his
sped form, as we find it in Manfred, he is an alien, mysterious, and gloomy
, superior in his passions and powers to the common run of humanity, whom he
Is with disdain. He harbors the torturing memory of an enormous, nameless
hat drives him toward an inevitable doom. And he exerts an attraction on other
acters that is the more compelling because it involves their terror at his oblivi-
jess to ordinary human concerns and values. This figure, infusing the archrebel
ponpolitical form with a strong erotic interest, was imitated in life as well as in
nd helped shape the intellectual and the cultural history of the later nineteenth
ary. The literary descendants of the Byronic hero include Heathcliff in Wuther-
Heights, Captain Ahab in Moby-Dick, and the hero of Pushkin’s great poem
ene Onegin. Byron also lived on in the guise of the Undead, thanks to the suc-
of a novella by his former friend and traveling companion John Polidori, whose
e Vampyre” (1819) mischievously made Byron its model for the title character.
ier Byron had in his writings helped introduce the English to the eastern Medi-
nean’s legends of bloodsucking evil spirits; it was left to Polidori, however, to
the vampire as a habitué of England’s most fashionable social circles. The
hat, for all their menace, vampires—from Bela Lugosi’s Count Dracula to Anne
I’Estat—remain models of well-dressed, aristocratic elegance represents yet
her tribute to the staying power of Byron's image.
lyron’s contemporaries insisted on identifying the author with his fictional char-
, reading his writing as veiled autobiography even when it dealt with super-
aral themes. (They also read other people’s writing this way: to Polidori's chagrin,
horship of “The Vampyre” was attributed to Byron.) Byron's letters and the
timony of his friends show, however, that, except for recurrent moods of deep
fession, his own temperament was in many respects opposite to that of his
bes. While he was passionate and willful, he was also a witty conversationalist
L ble of taking an ironic attitude toward his own activities as well as those of oth-
But although Byronism was largely a fiction, produced by a collaboration
n Byron's imagination and that of his public, the fiction was historically
¢ important than the actual person.
yron was descended from two aristocratic families, both of them colorful, violent,
dissolute. His grandfather was an admiral nicknamed “Foulweather Jack”; his
t-uncle was the fifth Baron Byron, known to his rural neighbors as the “Wicked

1" who was tried by his peers for killing his kinsman William Chaworth in a
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Byron set outn»::fhl;;j)m;:.sj'egrfg and his legal independence from his guardians
and then to little-known Alb in 1809 on a tour through Portugal and Spain to Malta,
for Greek love, he encounte a:la, Greece, and Asia Minor. There, in the classic locale
aristocratic men and l:wsautirfe |Zcuhum that accepted sexual relations between older
rather slyly, he incorporated.into, and he accumulated materials that, sometimes
work, Don Juan. Thcpf?rst f- IT“O many of his important poems, including his last
two cantos while on the lo:e:;ry p}:OdUﬂ was Childe Harold; he wrote the opening
after his return to En Iand.r. dm-[ it describes; published them in 1812 soon
and found myself far§10u5 " d;: ? ;’2 l_"s own oft-quoted phrase, “awoke one morning
tncdesedialictamey succe.s e 8 came the celebrity of fashionable London and
the Byronic hero, repre 5(;*’" ? SN .Of highly readable Eastern tales; in these
“infidel” within h;lusl?m ss’i:t'et )ﬂgalns: Vanm:ls" exotic backdrops as a “Giaour” (an
his misanthropy and under, i ‘orl 8 ‘Corsair” (a pirate), or in other forns, flaunts
athclhuotd doheithitad Sohe_s violent and romantic adventures that current gossip
used the huge income fr.()r:(hls~Chmn'-C S'.'lortage of money, Byron could well have
NP PP, e B =i ese ;l)]ubllcatl?ns, but instead maintained his status as
the House of Lords, he alsy ilv.r,‘g o I:O)’altICS‘ away. Occupying his inherited seat in
and spoke courage(’)usl i odef?:lmc briefly active on the liberal side of the Whig party
smashing the newl invy . de P ob lhc‘ Nottingham weavers who had resorted to
also supported ochr Iibi:nui ot ma‘chmes that had thrown them out of work. He

Byron was extraordin::'lm;asuges‘ mc'l:ding that of Catholic Emancipation.
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dnchick HeheAB Gostied of -+« - his eyes the open portals of the sun—things of light,
to maintain his looks oo Id E"“S(llut}onal te.ndency to obesity, however, he was able
b Yo g stl:oy y resorting again and again to a starvation diet of bis-
thandie evirit B ‘ron “5 purgatives. Often as a result of female initiative rather
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. Milbanke, who was in every way Lady Caroline’s opposite, for she was
orldly and intellectual (with a special passion for mathematics) and naively
1 that she could reform her husband. This ill-starred marriage produced a
hter (Augusta Ada) and many scenes in which Byron, goaded by financial dif-
s, behaved so frantically that his wife suspected his sanity; after only one
» union ended in a legal separation. The final blow came when Lady Byron
ered her husband’s incestuous relations with his half-sister, Augusta Leigh.
vo had been raised apart, so that they were almost strangers when they met as
s. Byron's affection for his sister, however guilty, was genuine and endured all
oh his life. This affair, enhanced by rumors about Byron's earlier liaisons with
proved a delicious morsel even to the jaded palate of a public that was used to
; up stories of aristocratic vice. Byron was ostracized by all but a few friends
finally forced to leave England forever on April 25, 1816.
n now resumed the travels incorporated in the third and fourth cantos of
. Harold. At Geneva he lived for several months in close and intellectually
1l relation to Percy and Mary Shelley, who were accompanied by Mary's step-
_Claire Clairmont—a misguided seventeen-year-old who had had an affair
Byron while he was still in England and who in January 1817 bore him a
ter, Allegra. In the fall of 1817, Byron established himself in Venice, where he
‘a year and a half of debauchery that, he estimated, involved liaisons with
han two hundred women. This period, however, was also one of great literary
ivity. Often working through the night, he finished his tragedy Manfred; wrote
surth canto of Childe Harold; and then, feeling more and more trapped by the
¢ modes that had won him his popularity, tested out an entirely new mode in
o: A Venetian Story, a comic verse tale about a deceived husband in which he
swed the playful narrative manner and the ottava rima stanzas of Don Juan. In
smber 1818 he began the composition of Don Juan.
austed and bored by promiscuity, Byron in 1819 settled into a placid and rela-
v faithful relationship with Teresa Guiccioli, the young wife of the elderly Count
dro Guiccioli; according to the Italian upper-class mores of the times, having
racted a marriage of convenience, she could now with some propriety take Byron
her lover. Through the countess's nationalistic family, the Gambas, Byron became
lved with a group of political conspirators seeking to end the Austrian Empire's
trol over northern Italy. When the Gambas were forced by the authorities to move
disa, Byron followed them there and, for the second time, joined the Shelleys. There
up about them the “Pisan Circle,” which in addition to the Gambas included
friends Thomas Medwin and Edward and Jane Williams, as well as the Greek
onalist leader Prince Mavrocordatos, the picturesque Irish Count Taaffe, and the
enturer Edward Trelawny, a great teller of tall tales who seems to have stepped out
of Byron's romances. Leigh Hunt, the journalist and essayist, joined them,
wing Byron and Percy Shelley into his plan to make Italy the base for a radical
itical journal, The Liberal. This circle was gradually broken up, however, first by the
elleys’ anger over Byron's treatment of his daughter Allegra (Byron had sent the
ild to be brought up as a Catholic in an Italian convent, where she died of a fever in
22); then by the expulsion of the Gambas, whom Byron followed to Genoa; and
ally by the drowning of Percy Shelley and Edward Williams in July 1822.
Byron meanwhile had been steadily at work on a series of closet tragedies (includ-
g Cain, Sardanapalus, and Marino Faliero) and on his devastating satire on the
e and death of George 111, The Vision of Judgment. But increasingly he devoted
mself to the continuation of Don Juan. He had always been diffident in his self-
dgments and easily swayed by literary advice. But now, confident that he had at
t found his true gifts as a poet, he kept on, in spite or persistent objections
nst the supposed immorality of the poem by the English public, by his publisher
bhn Murray, by his friends and well-wishers, and by his extremely decorous lover,
he Countess Guiccioli—by almost everyone, in fact, except the idealist Shelley,
ho thought Juan incompx:raHy better than anything he himself could write and
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The texts printed here are f; :
bR At e rom Byron'’s Poetry and Prose: A Norton Critical Edition,

Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos'
May 9, 1810
1

If, in the month of dark December
Leander, who was nightly wont ’

(What maid will not the tale remember?)
To cross thy stream, broad Hellespont!

2

s If, when the wintry tempest roar'd,
He sped to Hero, nothing loth,

And thus of old thy current pour’d

Fair Venus! how I pity both! ,

1. The Hellespont (now called th

J L e Dardanell i

:;‘:h:::}:‘olw:(:)mu bﬂ“l;en Eu!’oge “e A“ie‘ els': :lonron E‘h); i.n 5830- B)’fionha'llernul(-d :'wlwe‘rn
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o ’wn".' (K :lan a young Lieutenant Eken- extremely cold, from the "' ' BF s moon:
e Hellespont in the reverse direc- tain snows.” e

O SHE WALKS IN BEAUTY

3

For me, degenerate modern wretch,
Though in the genial month of May,

My dripping limbs I faintly stretch,
And think I've done a feat to-day.

4

But since he cross'd the rapid tide,
According to the doubtful story,
To woo,—and—Lord knows what beside,

15
And swam for Love, as I for Glory;

5

"Twere hard to say who fared the best:
Sad mortals! thus the Gods still plague you!

He lost his labour, I my jest:

20 For he was drown'd, and I've the ague.

She Walks in Beauty'
1

She walks in beauty, like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies;
And all that’s best of dark and bright
Meet in her aspect and her eyes:
5 Thus mellow'd to that tender light
Which heaven to gaudy day denies.

2

One shade the more, one ray the less,
Had half impair'd the nameless grace
Which waves in every raven tress,
10 Or softly lightens o'er her face;
Where thoughts serenely sweet express
How pure, how dear their dwelling-place.

From Hebrew Melodies (1815), a collection of
s on Old Testament themes that Byron com-
to accompany the musician Isaac Nathan's
ings of traditional synagogue chants. Byron

e these lines about his beautiful cousin by K
rriage, Anne Wilmot, who at the ball where

opening poem o

eroines.
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they first met wore a black mourning gown

brightened with spangles. In their context as the
F Hebrew Melodies, the lines

raise any one of a number of Old Testament
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And on that cheek, and o'er that brow,
So soft, so calm, yet eloquent,
15 The smiles that win, the tints that glow,
But tell of days in goodness spent,
A mind at peace with all below,
A heart whose love is innocent!

June 1814

w

20

25

30

1. A powerful blank-verse description of the end
of life on earth. New geological sciences and an
accompanying interest in what the fossil record
indicated about the extinction of species made

Darkness!

I had a dream, which was not-all a dream.
The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars
Did wander darkling® in the eternal space,
Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth
Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;
Morn came and went—and came, and brought no day,
And men forgot their passions in the dread
Of this their desolation; and all hearts
Were chill'd into a selfish prayer for light:
And they did live by watchfires—and the thrones,
The palaces of crowned kings—the huts,
The habitations of all things which dwell,
Were burnt for beacons; cities were consumed,
And men were gather'd round their blazing homes
To look once more into each other’s face;
Happy were those who dwelt within the eye
Of the volcanos, and their mountain-torch:
A fearful hope was all the world contain'd;
Forests were set on fire—but hour by hour
They fell and faded—and the crackling trunks
Extinguish'd with a crash—and all was black.
The brows of men by the despairing light
Wore an unearthly aspect, as by fits
The flashes fell upon them; some lay down
And hid their eyes and wept; and some did rest
Their chins upon their clenched hands, and smiled;
And others hurried to and fro, and fed
Their funeral piles with fuel, and look’d up
With mad disquietude on the dull sky,
The pall of a past world; and then again
With curses cast them down upon the dust,
And gnash'd their teeth and howl'd: the wild birds shriek'd,
And, terrified, did flutter on the ground,
And flap their useless wings; the wildest brutes

1815

in the dark

such speculations hardly less common in Byron's
time than in ours. Mary Shelley would later take
up the theme in her novel The Last Man (1826).

DARKNESS

tame and tremulous; and vipers cfawl'd
g:g‘fwined themselves among the m.ultltude, e
Hissing, but stingless—they were slain for food:
And War, which for a moment was no more,
Did glut himself again;—a meal was bought
With blood, andf eacl'll sate sulllenly agzrlte i
ing himself in gloom: no love w ;
2ﬁreg;?tgh was but or;ge thought—and that was death,
Immediate and inglorli;)us; arPIi the pang
ine fed upon all entrails—men .
gfe?,n;l;‘d their Eones were tombless as 'thelr flesh;
The meagre by the meagre were devour'd,
Even dogs assail'd their masters, all save one,
And he was faithful to a corse, al"ld kept
The birds and beasts and famish'd men at bay,
Till hunger clung® them, or the dropping dead !
Lured their lank jaws; himself sought out no food,
But with a piteous and perpet'ual moan,
And a quick desolate cry, licking the hanfl
Which answer’'d not with a caress—he died.
The crowd was famish’d by degrees; but two
Of an enormous city did survive,
And they were enemies; they met beside
The dying embers of an altar-place '
Where had been heap'd a mz}(ssdof holy things
nholy usage; they raked up,
izza;;lili'ering scragped with their cold skeleton hands
The feeble ashes, and their feeble breath
Blew for a little life, and made a flame
Which was a mockery; then they lifted up
Their eyes as it grew lighter, and be.hel'd vy
Each other’s aspects—saw, and shriek d,.and died—
Even of their mutual hideousness they died,
Unknowing who he was upon whose brow :
Famine had written Fiend. The world was void,
The populous and the powerful—was a hfmp. ‘
Seasonless, herbless.® treeless, manless, lifeless—
A lump of death—a chaos of hard clay. :
The rivers, lakes, and ocean all stood still,
And nothing stirr'd within thei;‘l silent depths;
ips sailorless lay rotting on the sea, ,
il:\g):hcir masts feyll down piecemeal; as they dropp’d
They slept on the abyss without a surge—
The waves were dead; the tides were in their grave,
The moon, their mistress, had expired bef(?re;
The winds were wither'd in the stagnant air,
And the clouds perish'd; Darkness had no need
Of aid from them—She was the Universe.

Diodati, July, 1816
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