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Note on the Author and Editor

GEORGE GORDON BYRON was born in 1788 into an unstable second marriage: his father died (or possibly committed suicide) when Byron was two years
old and Byron endured a turbulent relationship with his mother until her death while he was away in 1811. After his return
to England, the publication of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage made the twenty-four-year-old Lord Byron a celebrity in English society – but his fame as an author and a prominent liberal
Whig rapidly turned into scandal. Byron rarely saw his half-sister, Augusta, during their childhood but in 1813 they met and
fell in love. Attempting to extricate himself from this passion, Byron embarked on a marriage which collapsed publicly after
a year amidst rumours of incest. In 1816 Byron left England for ever and went to live in Italy where he was joined by the
Shelleys and other exiles from England. From Italy, Byron wrote instalments of Don Juan, the epic ottava rima poem which his friends, publisher and mistress thought too shocking to publish. Not only in this late satirical work, but
throughout his career, Byron’s poetic and dramatic writing offers his readers an astonishing variety. From introspective lyrics
to risqué sexual comedy, his work is intimately related to his own and to society’s preoccupations. His concern for factual
precision and for exact verse craftsmanship is at odds with his reputation as a glowering Romantic rebel, but his death in
1824 while active in the struggle to liberate Greece finally allowed him to be reclaimed as a Romantic hero.

JANE STABLER completed her doctoral thesis on Byron’s poetry at the University of Glasgow. She is now Lecturer in English at the University
of Dundee and is working on a Byron Critical Reader, a study of Transitions in English Romantic Writing 1790–1830, and a study
of Byron’s modernity.


Note on the Text

This selection is based on the standard edition of Byron’s Complete Poetical Works edited by Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980–93) with some corrections. I am grateful to John Murray for permission
to include lines omitted from the Complete Poetical Works. I am grateful to Nicholas Roe and Peter Cochran for general editorial advice.


Chronology of Byron’s Life and Times



	Year

	Life

	Historical Events




	1788

	Born 22 January at Cavendish Square, London, only child of John Byron and his second wife, 
Catherine Gordon; from
his father’s first marriage, Byron has a half-sister, Augusta (born 1783)


	George III’s first attack of madness; bread riots in France




	1791

	Death of John Byron; moves with Mrs Byron to Aberdeen

	Church and King riots in Birmingham; Louis XVI imprisoned




	1794

	Attends Aberdeen Grammar School

	Habeas Corpus suspended; Robespierre guillotined; end of the Terror




	1798

	Death of grand-uncle, inherits his title; moves with Mrs Byron to Newstead Abbey, Nottingham, the family seat

	French invade republican Switzerland to the dismay of English radicals; Irish Rebellion




	1801

	Becomes a pupil at Harrow School

	Napoleon becomes Life Consul




	1805

	Leads a rebellion against the new headmaster at Harrow; (October) goes into residence at Trinity College, Cambridge

	Battle of Trafalgar; Napoleon defeats Russia and Austria at Austerlitz




	1807

	Hours of Idleness published; leaves Cambridge; Augusta marries Colonel George Leigh

	France makes the Treaties of Tilsit with Prussia and Russia




	1808

	Edinburgh Review critical of Hours of Idleness; begins the satire English Bards and Scotch Reviewers

	Peninsular War begins between Britain and France in Spain; Britain betrays the Portuguese by the Convention of Cintra




	1809

	(March) English Bards and Scotch Reviewers published; (July) begins tour of the Peninsula and Levant with John Cam Hobhouse; they sail to Portugal, then on to Spain,
Malta and Greece; begins Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage

	British victory at Talavera in Spain




	1810

	Sees the site of Troy and swims from Sestos to Abydos; visits Constantinople with Hobhouse before Hobhouse returns to England;
goes to Athens; tours the Morea


	Napoleon annexes Holland; George III’s insanity is conceded




	1811

	Drafts Hints from Horace and The Curse of Minerva (satire on Lord Elgin’s removal of marbles from the Parthenon); sails back to England; (August) death of mother and Trinity
College friend Charles Skinner Matthews


	Luddite rioters near Nottingham begin frame-breaking; George III’s madness worsens; Prince of Wales made Regent; Napoleon
breaks Treaty of Tilsit and alienates Russia





	1812


	(February) Delivers his maiden speech (supporting the frame-breakers) in the House of Lords; (March) publication of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage Cantos I and II makes him famous: Coleridge writes, ‘All theworld is talking of it’; (September) begins The Giaour

	Luddite riots spread across the Midlands and north of England; final shipment of Elgin marbles arrives in England; (September)
Napoleon enters Moscow but is forced to retreat by the winter weather





	1813

	(May) Visits Leigh Hunt who is in prison for libelling the Prince Regent; (June) The Giaour published; (August) affair with Augusta intensifies; produces a succession of hugely popular oriental tales in verse


	Mass Luddite trials; many executions; Wellington drives the French out of Spain; Napoleon is defeated at the Battle of Leipzig




	1814

	Works on Hebrew Melodies

	Allies invade France; Napoleon is exiled to Elba




	1815

	(2 January) Marries Annabella Milbanke and they settle in London; joins the management subcommittee of the Drury Lane Theatre
(a Whig project); (10 December) birth of Augusta Ada Byron


	Napoleon marches on Paris and assumes the position of Emperor again; Wellington defeats Napoleon at Waterloo; Napoleon abdicates
and is banished to St Helena; Wellington is lauded as a national hero





	1816

	(January) Lady Byron leaves the London house, taking Ada with her, and begins separation proceedings; Byron hopes for reconciliation
but scandalous rumours banish him from London society; (April) leaves England for ever; begins Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage Canto III; (May) travels from Waterloo along the Rhine to Switzerland where he meets Percy Shelley, Mary Godwin and Claire
Clairmont; tours with Shelley round Lake Geneva; (August) Shelley’s party returns to England; Claire is pregnant with Byron’s
child; visited by Hobhouse and they tour the Alps together; (September) begins Manfred; (October) begins with Hobhouse a tour of Italy and they arrive in Venice in November; Canto III of CHP published


	Economic depression follows the end of the Napoleonic Wars; Spa Fields Riot in London




	1817


	(12 January) Birth of Allegra, illegitimate daughter of Byron and Claire; bases himself in Venice; (April–May) visits Rome;
(June) Manfred published; works on Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage Canto IV and Beppo; (December) Newstead Abbey sold


	Walter Scott reviews CHP III in the Quarterly Review; the poem prompts much discussion about Byron’s mental state; death of Princess Charlotte; suspension of Habeas Corpus as
civil unrest continues





	1818


	(February) Beppo published anonymously; (April) CHP IV published; (July) begins Don Juan

	(January) Habeas Corpus restored; defeat of Burdett’s motion for parliamentary reform




	1819

	(April) Begins a long affair with Teresa Guiccioli; (June–September) visits her in Ravenna; (July) Don Juan Cantos I–II published; (October–November) works on Don Juan Canto III; (December) leaves Venice again for Ravenna


	(August) Peterloo Massacre, Manchester; parliament passes the Six Acts to suppress demonstrations of public unrest




	1820

	(March) resumes work on the satire Hints from Horace in the context of his defence of Alexander Pope’s poetry against the style of the Lake School Poets and John Keats; begins
work on historical dramas and becomes involved with Italian revolutionaries; (November) involved in the aftermath of a shooting
incident in Ravenna


	(January) Death of George III; accession of Prince Regent as George IV who attempts to divorce and discredit Queen Caroline;
her cause becomes a focus for popular discontent;reports of the Cato Street Conspiracy horrify Byron in Italy; revolution
begins in Spain; the revolt led by the Carbonari in Naples begins but is crushed by the Austrians in 1821





	1821


	Purchases and stores arms for the Carbonari, continues work on historical dramas and begins Cain, a sceptical Mystery play; Teresa apparently asks him to stop writing Don Juan; (August) visited by Shelley in Ravenna; Don Juan Cantos III–V published; responds to Robert Southey’s attack on him by writing The Vision of Judgement; (November) settles in Pisa near the Shelleys


	Death of Keats in Rome; Byron retracts his criticism of Keats; (May) Lord John Russell’s motion for parliamentary reform is
rejected; death of Napoleon on St Helena; (July) lavish coronation of George IV; (August) death of Queen Caroline; Greek War
of Independence against the Turks begins





	1822

	Resumes work on Don Juan; growing tension with Murray about the future of Don Juan; Murray faces outcry for publishing Cain; (April) Allegra dies from fever in the convent where Byron had placed her; (July) Leigh Hunt arrives with his family to
work on a new journal, The Liberal, with Byron and Shelley; Shelley is drowned while sailing his boat, the Don Juan; Byron helps to support Mary Shelley and the Hunts; (October) the first number of The Liberal appears including The Vision of Judgement for which the publisher, John Hunt, is prosecuted; continues work on Don Juan and withdraws from Murray as publisher, telling him to pass over unpublished poems to John Hunt


	Greek independence proclaimed; British Foreign Secretary, Castlereagh, commits suicide; Tory cabinet is joined by liberals
Peel and Canning





	1823


	(April) Is invited to become a member of the London Greek Committee; (July) Don Juan Cantos VI–VIII published by Hunt; leaves Italy for Greece; (August) arrives in Cephalonia; Don Juan Cantos IX–XI published by Hunt; receives visits from many people who wish to be involved in the Greek cause; arranges financial
backing for the Greek Provisional Government; (December) Don Juan Cantos XII–XIV published by Hunt; sails to Missolonghi


	Robert Peel begins series of penal reforms




	1824

	(January) John Hunt stands trial for publishing The Vision of Judgement; (February) earthquake in Missolonghi; (March) Don Juan Cantos XV–XVI published by Hunt; (April) while riding, is caught in a rainstorm and develops a fever; against his wishes,
is bled by doctors and his condition worsens; requests that his body should be left in Greece ‘without pomp or nonsense’;
dies 19 April; at the end of April his remains are sent to England


	Repeal of the Combinations Act enables the foundation of trades unions; foundation of the RSPCA; (May) Byron’s memoirs are
burned in Murray’s office; (July) funeral procession takes Byron’s coffin from London to Nottingham where he is buried in
the family vault at Hucknall Torkard







Introduction

Born on 22 January 1788, George Gordon Byron was ten and a half years old when Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads first appeared. By the time Byron was twenty-one Wordsworth and Coleridge were established literary figures who had abandoned
their revolutionary ideals for conservative values. Byron’s background allied him with the ruling class: he had been brought
up in Scotland, sent to Harrow School, inherited a peerage, and passed through Trinity College, Cambridge but (unlike the
authors of Lyrical Ballads) he sustained an imaginative capacity to sympathise with marginalised individuals. Aged nineteen he published Hours of Idleness, a collection of poems showing flickers of keen satirical intelligence, but also a certain amount of lordly posturing. When
the pretensions of this volume were pointed out in the Edinburgh Review, Byron changed his style and countered with a satire, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, which assailed not only Scottish reviewers but most of the English literary and political establishment. He then left England
for a long continental tour.

Byron’s letters and the journal kept by his companion John Cam Hobhouse give a stimulating account of this journey around
Spain, Portugal, Malta, Albania and Greece (1809–11). His letters display a zest for travel and an appetite for new experiences:
‘I am very happy here,’ he wrote from Lisbon to a friend, ‘because I loves oranges, and talk bad Latin to the monks, who understand
it, as it is like their own, – and I goes into society (with my pocket-pistols), and I swims in the Tagus all across at once,
and I rides on an ass or a mule, and swears Portuguese, and have got a diarrhoea and bites from the mosquitoes. But what of
that? Comfort must not be expected by folks that go a pleasuring***.’ (The rest of this paragraph was expurgated by the friend
who first collected and edited Byron’s letters.)1

An unrestrained pursuit of all activities on offer involved Byron in the usual sightseeing, and also literary translation,
probable espionage, over-eating, consequent fasting, plus various infectious diseases. His letters use a variety of voices
to dramatise these exploits for different audiences. Verse, too, was a means of responding to particular circumstances with a specific verbal
shape as we can see in the various envois or ‘farewells’ which Byron produced. ‘Farewell to Hobhouse’ parodies the conventional loving itemisation of valediction by
substituting a list of shared frustrations and embarrassments. By contrast, Byron composed a lilting farewell for the hero
of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage:


Adieu, adieu! my native shore

Fades o’er the waters blue;

The Night-winds sigh, the breakers roar,

And shrieks the wild seamew.

Yon Sun that sets upon the sea

We follow in his flight;

Farewell awhile to him and thee,

My native Land – Good Night.



The sentimental archaism of ‘Yon Sun’ almost invites us to consider this lyric as a parody too, but it was received by Byron’s
contemporaries as one of the most poignant verses in the poem. Uncertainty about how much irony underlies such moments is
one of the many destabilising experiences of reading Byron’s verse. His ability to shift register and tone not just between
poems, but sometimes within the same poem, proved to be a disturbing characteristic for his readers.

Throughout his time abroad, Byron experimented with verse. He began a sequel to his satire (Hints from Horace) which continued to exalt Dryden and Pope above the generation of ‘Lake School Poets’ – Wordsworth, Coleridge and Southey
(later Byron would add the ‘tadpole’ Keats to this group). Although Byron could offer generous praise of some of his contemporaries
(Shelley, for example), his preference for neo-classical craftsmanship placed him at odds with the taste of his time. His
ambiguous feelings about self-expression still surprise modern readers for whom the adjective ‘Byronic’ signifies only the
rebellious figure whose influence permeates nineteenth-century European literature, art and music.

The cult of the ‘Byronic hero’ originated in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, the second long poem Byron wrote while abroad. This work – part travelogue and part Spenserian romance – starred a misanthropic
and restless hero with a prematurely jaded view of nature and society. On Byron’s return to England, both poems were entrusted to a literary adviser; the satire was shelved but Childe Harold was published on 10 March 1812 by John Murray. It sold out in three days.

The lyrical reflections of the poet-hero on refugees, battlefields, the ruined cities of Europe under Napoleon, and Greece
under Turkish rule were wildly popular. Quotable passages of melancholy were, however, interspersed with comments of a more
specific nature on the effects of British domestic and foreign policy. In particular, Byron drew his readers’ attention to
British military and diplomatic blunders and to a shameful similarity between contemporary oppression of the Greeks and the
suffering of Irish Catholics. Many of the reviewers objected to this tendency and regretted that ‘Lord Byron should have gone
out of his way to dwell … on an event which, at least, he conceives to have been disgraceful to his country.’ Regarding Byron’s comments on the Irish Catholics, a writer for the British Review accused Byron of ‘indulging in comparisons which his excellent sense must feel to be unfounded, and which are too preposterously
violent for declamation, or even poetry to adopt’. This controversy enhanced the fashionable glamour of both poem and poet.

Between 1812 and 1815 Byron’s public profile was high. His speeches in the House of Lords marked him as a liberal Whig, and
he contributed to the opposition party in a number of ways, including his membership of the management subcommittee for the
Drury Lane Theatre (one of Lord Holland’s projects). Reading the scripts of hundreds of new plays submitted to the committee
sharpened his awareness of the taste of English audiences and his own poetry nurtured the growth of sensational melodrama.
Following the success of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Byron produced a succession of verse narratives which squeezed Walter Scott’s popularity, and gratified the English readers’
demand for crime and passion in Eastern settings.

Byron lived on credit between London and his country residence at Newstead Abbey in Nottinghamshire, and fell into a number
of risky high-society sexual liaisons. Transgression became part of his complex poetic identity. Reviewers and social commentators
transposed the contradictory qualities of his oriental heroes on to the poet himself. As Maria Edgeworth noted in a letter
of 8 September 1818: ‘Madame de Staël saw a good deal of Lord Byron at Coppet and said that there is one striking characteristic
resemblance between his countenance and Buonaparte’s – that the different parts of the physiognomy never agreed in expression.
When the mouth smiled the eyes did not smile.’2

While still in his twenties, Byron had become an idol and then, just as rapidly, an outcast of English society. In summer
1813 Byron’s sexual relationship with his half-sister, Augusta Leigh, produced a personal crisis which was to have wider public
implications. Byron married Annabella Milbanke in 1815, albeit with some reluctance. The marriage broke down after a year.
Byron left England in 1816 to escape rumours about his separation and never returned. His daughter, Ada, was not yet a year
old. As Byron left, creditors moved in to repossess his apartments in Piccadilly.

The separation scandal made a lasting impact on Byron’s writing. His bitterness about the failure of his marriage found an
outlet in poetry which addressed his wife and her supporters directly or which used allusive hints for those readers familiar
with their domestic circumstances. ‘Endorsement to the Deed of Separation’, ‘Fare Thee Well!’ and Childe Harold Canto III are all responses to the public collapse of his private life – although the third Canto of Childe Harold is also another attempt on Byron’s part to overpower the Lake School, using sublime Alpine scenery to mirror his rejection
of human society.

In Switzerland in 1816 Byron met Percy and Mary Shelley and re-encountered Claire Clairmont. Care of the child Claire and
Byron conceived that summer was one of the complicating factors in Byron’s relationship with the Shelleys, but they shared
their exile in Italy together. Philosophically, Byron and Percy Shelley had different outlooks: whereas Shelley’s Platonism
informed his radical politics with the hope of an ideal world in the future, Byron’s sceptical, materialist inclinations undermined
the idea of a hidden meaning in the universe. Isolation and guilt were accepted by his readers as very poetical circumstances,
but Byron’s hints that moral order was entirely relative, and that religion created a false (because systematic) unity, outraged
the more orthodox members of the public: ‘The mischief that lurks in all Lord Byron’s productions’, according to the British Review, is that ‘they bring qualities of a most contradictory kind into close alliance; and so shape them into seeming union as
to confound sentiments, which, for the sake of sound morality and social security, should forever be kept contrasted’.

By 1817, Byron’s experiments with verse form were turning his poetry towards the immediate texture of human existence. He
completed the fourth Canto of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and within months began to compose Beppo: A Venetian Story, using the Italian ottava rima stanza. Beppo does tell a story, but one which is interrupted continuously with conversational asides on whatever catches the narrator’s
attention. This apparently effortless digressive technique allowed Byron to juxtapose different moods and subjects while remaining
within a tight rhyme scheme. The humour wrong-footed some of Byron’s most hostile critics (partly because first editions appeared
anonymously) but others were not slow to trace connections between the changeable voice in this and Byron’s earlier poems:
‘Beppo is by no means inconsistent with the peculiar bent of his wild and wayward genius’, claimed the Scots Magazine.

In July 1818 Byron began a new poem – Don Juan – whose mockepic proportions allowed even more scope for conversational asides. The range of subject matter was bold, mixing
romantic adventures and sexual comedy with scathing topical satire. Byron’s friends and his publisher feared that the poem’s
overt political references and oblique personal ones would cause a scandal. Byron resisted all attempts to suppress the poem
and when the first Cantos were published (anonymously, though recognisable as Byron’s) there was the expected outcry. Don Juan was seen as a ‘prostitution’ of Byron’s genius all the more pernicious because the ‘wickedness’ of the poem was inextricably
mingled with its ‘beauty and grace’.

In recent years there have been notable reassessments of Byron’s work. Critics have argued that Byron’s reputation as a freedom-fighter
is more of a rhetorical pose than a reality: he remained, after all, intensely proud of his status as a British peer, and
was appalled by the Cato Street Conspiracy. His anti-feminine jokes in letters and poems are insultingly obvious. Byron’s
sustained unsettlement of our complacencies, however, offers much more potential for free thought and remains the source of
his distinctive strength and vitality as a poet. After five Cantos of Don Juan, Murray refused to issue any more of the poem and Byron had to turn to the notorious radical publisher John Hunt. Canto XVII
was found, unfinished, among Byron’s papers at his death. Don Juan continues to be a source of controversy: should we read it as epic or fragment, reactionary or radical, picaresque or post-modern, unified by
a personality or joyfully disorganised, optimistic or bitterly cynical? The poem’s shimmering surface changes with every reader
and with every reading, justifying Byron’s defence of it in 1819: ‘you are all right – and I am all wrong – but do pray let
me have that pleasure’.3

It is to the pleasure of reading Byron, even in extracts, that this selection from his poetry is dedicated.

JANE STABLER
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